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Preface 


The  study  on  “The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church” 
found  its  preliminary  conclusion  at  a WCC  international  consultation  held 
in  1981  in  Sheffield,  England.1  The  recommendations  of  this  conference 
urged  the  different  sub-units  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches  to 
continue  work  — in  the  context  of  their  own  mandates  — on  the  issues 
which  had  emerged  in  the  course  of  the  Community  study  and  at  the 
Sheffield  consultation.  The  Faith  and  Order  Commission  of  the  WCC, 
which  had  been  co-responsible  for  the  Community  study,  has  responded 
positively  to  the  request  for  a follow-up  of  the  study. 

This  response  is  being  made  in  the  framework  of  the  new  Faith  and 
Order  project  on  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  the  Human 
Community”.  Two  areas  were  selected  which  should  serve  as  concrete 
examples  for  the  task  of  theologically  inter-relating  the  concerns  for  the 
visible  unity  of  the  church  and  for  Christian  witness  and  service  in 
addressing  the  divisions  and  brokenness  within  the  human  community: 
the  churches’  involvement  in  (1)  promoting  justice,  and  in  (2)  furthering 
and  realizing  a true  community  between  women  and  men  in  church  and 
society. 

It  was  decided  that  four  international  consultations  should  deal  with 
these  two  areas.  The  first  consultation  in  relation  to  the  Community  issue 
took  place  in  1985  at  Prague,  Czechoslovakia.  A second  international 
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consultation  on  this  issue  will  take  place  in  Africa  in  late  1988.  The 
participants  in  the  Prague  meeting  recommended  that  the  papers  and 
reports  of  this  consultation,  which  struggled  considerably  with  conflicting 
approaches  and  positions,  should  be  made  available  to  a wider  public.  We 
are  now  able  to  implement  this  recommendation  and  I am  grateful  to  all 
who  helped  to  make  this  publication  possible. 

Geneva,  November  1987  Gunther  Gas smann 


NOTE 

1 Cf.  Constance  F.  Parvey,  ed.,  The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church,  WCC, 
Geneva,  1983. 


Editor’s  Introduction 


This  strong  and  diverse  collection  makes  an  important  contribution  to 
the  ecumenical  discussion  on  issues  of  women  and  men.  It  contains  the 
papers  and  report  from  the  Faith  and  Order  Prague  consultation  — the 
second  within  its  study  programme  on  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the 
Renewal  of  Human  Community”  — on  the  Community  of  Women  and 
Men  and  issues  of  unity  and  renewal.1 

The  consultation  focused  upon  the  ongoing  significance  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches’  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church 
Study  (1977-1981),  new  approaches  to  biblical  analysis  and  interpretation 
incorporating  perspectives  of  women,  basic  traditional  and  confessional 
perspectives,  and  specific  examples  of  Christians,  in  different  confes- 
sional and  cultural  contexts,  working  towards  more  complete  community 
of  women  and  men  in  the  church.  In  keeping  with  the  methodology  of  the 
Unity  and  Renewal  programme  as  a whole,  it  sought  to  combine  tradi- 
tional theological  work  with  reflection  upon  the  experience  of  Christians 
in  concrete  situations  today. 

Thus  the  volume  includes  two  important  reviews  of  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  Study  and  its  ongoing  significance;  a realization,  both 
unequivocal  and  constructive,  of  a feminist  hermeneutic  as  applied  to  the 
New  Testament;  two  concrete  accounts  of  Christians  struggling  for  new 
community  of  women  and  men  within  the  church,  in  contexts  as  diverse 
as  India  and  Berkeley,  California;  and  two  accounts  of  the  Orthodox 
position,  one  exploring  the  Orthodox  vision  of  the  equality  of  women  and 
men,  the  other  offering  an  incisive  critique  of  ecumenical  methodology  in 
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this  area.  At  Prague  three  working  groups  reflected  upon  the 
material  of  the  consultation;  their  reports  illuminate,  in  different 
ways,  complementary  aspects  of  our  theme.  Following  a personal 
theological  and  ecclesiological  reflection  upon  the  material  and  the 
process  of  the  meeting,  the  consultation  material  concludes  with  the 
offical  report.  The  appendices  include  a list  of  participants,  an 
additional  Orthodox  statement,  and  an  overview  of  the  programme 
elements  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  as  a whole.  The  collection 
begins  with  a modest  attempt  to  counteract  the  dreaded  “loss  of 
ecumenical  memory”,  by  recovering  certain  material  from  Faith  and 
Order’s  own  “tradition”. 

The  themes  dealt  with  in  Prague  were  at  once  fundamental  and 
existential,  general  and  deeply  personal.  There  were  differing 
experiences  and  perceptions  of  the  issues  and  of  the  meeting  itself.  It 
should  perhaps  be  emphasized  that,  in  the  several  signed  articles  and 
statement,  the  respective  authors  speak  only  for  themselves. 

And  what  of  the  ecumenical  futurel  With  respect  to  the  Unity  and 
Renewal  study,  the  Prague  consultation  will  be  followed  by  another  on 
issues  of  women  and  men  (to  be  held  in  Africa),  and  has  already  been 
complemented  by  two  consultations  on  the  ecclesiological  significance 
of  the  churches’  involvement  in  issues  of  justice,  one  in  the  Asian2  and 
one  in  the  Latin  American  context.3  These  will  be  brought  together 
with  the  other  elements  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  programme, 
namely  the  text  on  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”4  and 
the  results  from  local  groups  around  the  world  using  the  recently- 
published  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  Guide.5  The  combination  of  these 
diverse  approaches  and  methods  — all  valid,  but  traditionally  claimed 
by  different  groups  within  the  ecumenical  movement  — is  the  genius 
and  challenge  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  programme.  Further  infor- 
mation on  the  programme,  and  on  other  aspects  of  the  work  of  Faith 
and  Order,  is  available  from  the  Commission  at  150  route  de  Ferney, 
1211  Geneva  20,  Switzerland. 

Official  thanks  to  our  hosts  and  colleagues,  thanks  to  the  churches 
with  whom  we  worshipped  while  in  Prague,  an  appreciation  of  the 
beauty  and  historic  significance  of  our  setting,  and  something  of  the 
dynamics  of  the  meeting,  are  all  included  in  the  consultation  report 
and  elsewhere  in  this  volume.  I add  here  simply  my  personal  note  of 
gratitude  to  the  Czechoslovak  Ecumenical  Council,  especially  its  then 
president.  Dr  Anezka  Ebertova,  for  its  invitation;  to  the  staff  and 
students  at  the  Comenius  Faculty  and  the  Hus-Seminary,  and  particu- 
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larly  to  Josef  Smolik  and  Jaroslav  Ondra,  for  their  efforts  to  make  our 
work  comfortable  and  productive;  and  to  the  Faith  and  Order  consultation 
staff  who  worked,  under  the  usual  unusual  conditions  of  such  meetings, 
with  such  commitment  to  support  the  search  for  a deeper  and  more 
complete  community  of  women  and  men. 


Thomas  F.  Best 


NOTES 

1 “The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  and  the  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of 
Human  Community”,  Prague,  25  September-2  October  1985. 

2 This  consultation  was  held  in  Singapore,  19-26  November  1986.  Its  report,  “Unity  and 
Renewal:  the  Ecclesiological  Significance  of  the  Churches’  Involvement  in  Issues  of 
Justice”  (F/O  87:13),  is  available  from  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission,  150  route  de 
Femey,  1211  Geneva  20,  Switzerland. 

3 On  “The  Ecclesiological  Significance  of  the  Churches’  Involvement  in  Issues  of  Justice”, 
13-20  November  1987.  The  consultation  report  is  available  from  Faith  and  Order  at  the 
above  address. 

4 See  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  Human  Community:  the  Church  as 
Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”  (FO/85:4),  available  in  its  latest  form  for  study  and  comment 
from  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission.  The  original  version  (from  the  first  Unity  and 
Renewal  consultation,  Chantilly,  France,  January  1985)  is  printed  in  “Church,  Kingdom, 
World:  the  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”,  ed.  Gennadios  Limouris,  Faith  and 
Order  Paper  No.  130,  Geneva,  WCC,  1986,  appendix  2,  pp.  163-175. 

5 “Unity  and  Renewal:  a Study  Guide  for  Local  Groups”,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  136, 
Geneva,  WCC,  1987. 
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Prague:  the  Issues  and  the  Experience 
in  Ecumenical  Perspective 

THOMAS  F.  BEST 


Words  strain. 

Crack  and  sometimes  break,  under  the  burden, 

Under  the  tension,  slip,  slide,  perish, 

Decay  with  imprecision,  will  not  stay  in  place, 

Will  not  stay  still.1 

For  one  remarkable  week  thirty  persons  wrestled  in  Prague  with  issues 
of  the  deepest  significance  for  the  self-understanding  and  life  of  the 
church.2  Meeting  within  the  Faith  and  Order  programme  on  “The  Unity 
of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  Human  Community”,3  and  drawn  from 
many  confessions  and  some  fifteen  countries,  they  focused  upon  the 
significance  of  new  understandings  of  the  community  of  women  and  men, 
in  both  church  and  world,  for  the  unity  and  renewal  of  the  church.  They 
explored  the  continuing  significance  of  the  WCC  programme  on  the 
Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church,  new  approaches  to  Bible 
study  from  the  perspective  of  women,  and  the  experiences  of  churches 
from  contexts  as  diverse  as  India  and  Berkeley,  California,  and  consid- 
ered fundamental  ecclesiological  and  confessional  perspectives. 

There  was  a search  for  words,  for  language  which  would  enable  us  to 
move  forward  in  areas  which  are  among  the  most  pressing  and  challeng- 
ing facing  the  church  today.  It  seemed  at  times  that  we  reflected  — to  use 
a phrase  which  has  been  with  Faith  and  Order  at  least  since  1974  — a 
“unity  in  tension”.4  This  was  hardly  surprising;  the  issues  included  those 
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with  which  the  Faith  and  Order  movement  has  struggled  over  many  years, 
in  some  respects  from  its  very  beginning  at  Lausanne  in  1927.  And  yet  as 
the  issues  were  sharpened  and  defined,  at  points  clues  emerged  for  a 
possible  way  ahead,  a way  beyond  “unity  in  tension”.  These  clues  came 
in  three  areas  of  theological  and  ecclesiological  reflection,  but  equally  in 
terms  of  the  “style”  of  our  work  and  its  human  dimensions. 

Scripture  and  Tradition 

Three  theological  and  ecclesiological  issues  in  particular  were  at  the 
heart  of  the  discussion  and  interaction  in  Prague.  The  first  was  the  interpre- 
tation of  scripture  and  of  Tradition,  and  the  question  of  their  interrelation- 
ship. Reflection  in  this  area  within  Faith  and  Order  had  found  classic 
expression  at  its  fourth,  most  recent  world  conference  in  Montreal  (1963): 

But  this  Tradition  which  is  the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  embodied  in 
traditions  (in  the  two  senses  of  the  word,  both  as  referring  to  diversity  in  forms 
of  expression,  and  in  the  sense  of  separate  communions).  The  traditions  in 
Christian  history  are  distinct  from,  and  yet  connected  with,  the  Tradition. 
They  are  the  expressions  and  manifestations  in  diverse  historical  forms  of  the 
one  truth  and  reality  which  is  Christ.5 

It  is  essential  to  note  that  Montreal  affirmed  not  only  the  Tradition, 
but  equally  the  need  for  interpretation  of  both  Tradition  and  scripture: 
indeed,  the  ecumenical  affirmation  of  tradition  was  possible  precisely 
because  of  a readiness  to  wrestle  with  the  question  of  interpretation. 
And  it  is  striking  that  the  development  of  Tradition  was  understood  as, 
fundamentally,  a process  of  the  developing  interpretation  and  renewed 
understanding  of  the  Bible  through  the  ages  and  in  differing  contexts: 

The  Tradition  in  its  written  form,  as  Holy  Scripture  (comprising  both  the 
Old  and  the  New  Testament),  has  to  be  interpreted  by  the  Church  in  ever  new 
situations...  A mere  reiteration  of  the  words  of  Holy  Scripture  would  be  a 
betrayal  of  the  Gospel  which  has  to  be  made  understandable  and  has  to  convey 
a challenge  to  the  world.6 

Thus  it  was  affirmed  that  the  constant  tradition  must  be  reinterpreted 
and  understood  anew  within  the  conditions  and  circumstances  of  each 
successive  historical  era  (and,  though  in  1963  this  was  not  emphasized  as 
it  is  today,  in  different  social  and  cultural  settings).  In  a word,  Faith  and 
Order’s  view  of  both  scripture  and  tradition  was  contextual. 

This  was  a “breakthrough”  on  behalf  of  Tradition  as  being  fundamen- 
tally important  for  the  ecumenical  movement  as  a whole.  As  often 
happens,  in  answering  old  questions  some  new  ones  were  posed:  what 
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then  is  the  nature  of  “interpretation”,  and  what  are  its  guiding  principles? 
What  are  its  limits?  Thus  at  its  Commission  meeting  in  Bristol  (1968), 
Faith  and  Order  wrestled  with  the  issue  of  hermeneutics  (the  principles 
and  practise  of  interpretation).  It  affirmed  that  the  tools  of  modern 
historical-critical  scholarship  are  important  if  the  biblical  text  is  to  speak 
with  full  power  and  meaning  today: 

There  is  a generally  accepted  process  of  scholarly  exegesis  which  is  the 
practice  of  biblical  scholars,  upon  which  the  church  is  to  a considerable  extent 
dependent  and  to  which  it  is  deeply  indebted...  we  therefore  hold  that  the 
literary-critical  method  is  a necessary  one...  We  therefore  hold  that  the 
historical-critical  method  is  a necessary  one.7 

This  was,  in  effect,  a recognition  of  the  vital  and  positive  role  that 
modem  biblical  scholarship  had  played  in  the  Montreal  “breakthrough”. 
It  was  not  just  that  biblical  scholars  had  given,  through  their  development 
of  hermeneutical  principles,  a conceptual  framework  for  dealing  with 
questions  of  interpretation.  Far  more  significant,  by  showing  that  the  New 
Testament  itself  reflected  a “traditioning”  process,  that  it  had  within  itself 
a diversity  of  texts  and  tendencies  which  could  be  seen  developing 
through  their  use  within  the  life  of  the  early  Christian  community,  it 
enabled  the  Faith  and  Order  movement  as  a whole  to  adopt  a more 
positive  attitude  towards  tradition.  It  is  significant  that  papers  from  both  a 
Protestant  (Ernst  Kasemann)  and  a Roman  Catholic  (Raymond  Brown) 
New  Testament  scholar  were  fundamental  in  this  discussion  at  Montreal. 8 

To  return  to  the  question  of  contextual  interpretation,  Bristol  spoke  not 
only  of  “questions  arising  out  of  the  text”  but  also  “questions  put  to  the 
text,”9  questions  seeking  guidance  from  “the”  biblical  or  “the”  Christian 
position  about  contemporary  ethical  and  social  issues.  It  was  recognized 
that  this  was  sometimes  a complex  process;  there  could  be  no  fundamen- 
talist approach  since  not  every  question  had  been  anticipated,  literally  and 
in  its  modem  form,  by  the  biblical  writers: 

The  more  these  questions  were  already  in  the  field  of  vision  of  the  biblical 
writers,  the  more  direct  will  be  the  answers  which  we  receive.  When, 
however,  we  approach  the  Bible  with  questions  which  come  to  us  from  our 
situation  but  which  were  foreign  to  the  writers,  the  Bible  will  give  us  indirect 
answers,  or  sometimes  no  answers  at  all.10 

This  perspective  was  extended  and  deepened  through  reflections  at  the 
Faith  and  Order  Commission  meeting  at  Louvain  (1971).  There  is,  it  was 
noted,  “interpretation”  within  the  Bible  itself.  We  observe  the  Pauline 
churches,  or  the  Johannine  community,  understanding  the  significance  of 
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God’s  revelation  in  Christ  in  complementary  ways  relevant  to  their  own 
social,  cultural  and  philosophical  backgrounds.  As  the  development  of 
“traditions”  within  the  Bible  had  been  seen,  at  Montreal,  as  a model  for 
the  traditioning  process  within  the  early  church,  at  Louvain  the  process  of 
interpretation  already  visible  within  the  Bible  itself  was  understood  as  a 
model  for  our  own  interpretation  of  the  scriptures  today: 

...the  process  of  contemporary  interpretation  is  seen  as  the  prolongation  of 
the  interpretative  process  which  is  recognizable  in  the  Bible...  Just  as  the 
biblical  writers  responded  to  a particular  situation,  so  contemporary  interpreta- 
tion is  also  determined  by  our  own  situation. . . The  reports  of  the  groups  make 
it  quite  clear  that  such  situation-conditioned  hermeneutic  perspectives  are 
inescapable.  They  should  not  be  branded  as  bias  but  understood  rather  as  a 
method  of  relating  to  contemporary  situations. 11 

This  view  is  reflected  in  the  current  Unity  and  Renewal  programme  (to 
be  discussed  in  detail  later  on).  The  report  of  its  first  consultation  (on 
“The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”,  Chantilly,  France,  1985) 
noted  that:  “Some  contemporary  events  and  issues  are  not  the  subject  of 
direct  references  in  the  scriptures;  some  of  them  lead  the  Christians  who 
are  involved  in  them  to  fresh  insights  from  the  witness  of  the  scriptures 
and  the  tradition  for  our  time.”12 

It  is  important  to  note  two  things  at  this  point.  First,  the  recognition  of 
our  modem  context  as  the  locus  for  our  reading  of  the  Bible  did  not  mean 
a biblical  subjectivism,  as  if  we  could  read  any  desired  or  “fashionable” 
meaning  out  of  the  text.  The  point  is  that  our  own  situation  forms  the 
inescapable  arena  within  which  we  read  the  text  and  have  to  apply  it. 
Second,  there  was  no  “modernism”  in  the  sense  of  an  uncritical  accep- 
tance of  modem  thought-forms  as  a norm  of  judgment  over  against  the 
biblical  (or  Traditional)  witness.  There  was  no  rush  simply  to  translate  the 
Bible  into  modem  terms  and  thought-forms,  but  a carefully-nuanced 
awareness  that  the  Bible  both  speaks  to  all  contexts  and  is  also  “foreign” 
to  each,  standing  over  against  and  challenging  each.  It  was  recognized 
that  the  categories  of  thought  of  our  own  era  are  also  conditional, 
imperfect,  and  problematic,  and  are  challenged  by  the  word  of  God.  And 
yet  we  do  face,  just  as  previous  ages  have  faced,  the  inescapable 
responsibility  of  proclaiming  the  truth  of  the  faith  within  the  language  and 
thought-forms  of  our  own  time: 

...the  Church  not  only  speaks  to  the  world  outside,  but  receives  from  the 
world  outside  categories  of  thinking  which  it  must  use  to  understand  and 
express  its  own  message.  The  conscious  study  of  these  categories  may  enable 
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us  to  prevent  them  from  becoming  dominant  in  a harmful  way,  and  may  also 
make  it  possible  to  translate  our  thought  from  one  system  of  philosophical 
categories  into  another. . . 13 

It  is  very  important  to  note  that  this  was  an  hermeneutical  approach  to 
the  whole  tradition:  it  included  not  only  the  Bible  but  also  and  equally  the 
church  fathers.  There  was  also  at  Bristol  a serious  attempt  to  explore  the 
implications  of  a contextual  hermeneutic  for  the  understanding,  interpre- 
tation and  appropriation  of  the  fathers,  using  Basil  of  Caesarea’s  text  De 
Spiritu  Sancto  as  an  exemplary  case.  It  was  affirmed  that  “the  patristic 
period  has  both  constitutive  and  paradigmatic  significance  for  the  Church 
today”;14  at  the  same  time  it  was  recognized  that 

The  particular  significance  of  the  patristic  period  does  not  exclude  critical 
examination  and  confrontation.  Rather  it  demands  it  since  we  must  hear  the 
Fathers  against  the  background  of  the  apostolic  work  which  they  wanted  to 
transmit  in  their  own  time. 15 

What  were  the  implications  of  a contextual  hermeneutic  for  the  reading 
of  the  church  fathers?  It  was  understood  that  it  was  not  sufficient  simply 
to  read  Basil,  any  more  than  simply  to  read  the  New  Testament;  this  led  in 
both  cases  to  a fundamentalism  which  imprisoned  the  text  within  its  own 
time-period  and  conceptual  framework,  preventing  it  from  speaking  its 
word  of  truth  to  the  present  day.  Rather  one  must  speak  of  the  “re- 
actualization of  Basil’s  decision”16  regarding  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the 
context  of  modem  life.  To  do  this  one  must  take  full  account  of  the 
historical  and  spiritual  context  in  which  Basil  wrote: 

Each  text  has  an  historical  framework  which  conditions  it,  on  the  one  hand, 
and  offers  a key  to  a more  exact  understanding  of  it,  on  the  other.  It  must  not 
be  removed  from  this  framework;  otherwise  there  is  the  danger  that  irrelevant 
presuppositions  will  be  brought  into  the  interpretation  and  that  the  original 
content  will  be  lost. 17 

Several  factors  were  identified  as  especially  important  “for  the  histori- 
cal and  biographical  situation  of  the  composition  of  De  Spiritu  Sancto 
(375)”,  including:  the  historical  situation;  the  ecclesiastical  and  theologi- 
cal situation,  including  the  theological  controversies  of  the  day,  particu- 
larly the  conflict  with  Eustathius  of  Sebaste;  and  the  cultural  and  intellec- 
tual situation,  including  the  influences  of  Hellenistic  philosophy,  particu- 
larly Neoplatonism. 18 

Any  “re-actualization”  of  Basil’s  decision  would,  of  course,  have  to 
take  account  of  the  thought-forms  and  expressions  of  today  — again,  not 
because  these  are  ontologically  superior  to  those  of  Basil’s  time,  but 
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because  we  live,  think  and  act  today  not  in  Basil’s  thought- world  but  in 
that  of  our  own  time.  And  we  must  take  serious  account  of  the  differences 
between  his  world  and  ours: 

Although  Basil’s  dogmatic  decision  has  permanent  significance,  this  does 
not  imply  that  the  cognitive  presuppositions  which  led  to  it  can  also  claim 
permanent  and  binding  validity.  The  thought  forms  and  idiom  of  that  time 
raise  particular  difficulties  for  interpretation. 19 

This  line  of  thought  culminated  in  Bristol  in  the  following  statement: 

a)  A schematizing  distinction  between  a permanent  content  and  a changing 
form  is  an  extremely  problematic  undertaking,  theologically  and  histori- 
cally, in  which  the  historicity  of  the  church  and  its  proclamation  are  not 
taken  into  account. 

b)  It  is  much  more  important  to  understand  the  appropriateness  of  the 
theological  statements  in  their  historical  conditionedness.  If  the  appropri- 
ateness of  the  statements  about  the  divinity  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  so 
recognized,  the  dogmatic  considerations  which  Basil  formed  in  his  con- 
crete situation  can  acquire  new  significance,  basically  as  well  as  exemplar- 
ily,  for  the  doxology,  the  proclamation  of  the  trinitarian  God,  and  the 
theological  reflection  of  the  present  time.20 

This  did  not  deny  the  reality  of  a permanent  truth  to  which  both  Bible 
and  Tradition  point.  But  it  does  insist  that  we  know,  experience,  relate  to, 
and  act  upon  this  truth  within  the  context  of  our  own  time  and  conscious- 
ness, which  is  inevitably  shaped  by  the  presuppositions  and  thought- 
forms  of  our  age,  and  by  our  philosophical,  social  and  cultural  back- 
ground. It  warns  that  any  effort  to  abstract  the  “permanent  truth”  from  its 
historical  rooting  leads  to  the  danger  of  so  idealizing  it  as  to  remove  it 
from  life  altogether,  of  so  abstracting  the  gospel  from  life  that  we  deny  its 
reality:  the  point  of  a contextual  hermeneutic  is  not  to  deny  the  permanent 
truth  of  the  gospel  but  to  take  seriously  its  incarnational  nature. 

Of  course  today’s  hermeneutical  context  is  again  different  from  that  of 
the  late  1960s.  Faith  and  Order  faces  a new  situation  in  both  church  and 
world,  a situation  marked  by  a new  global  consciousness,  a sense  of  the 
fragility  of  “spaceship  earth”  and  the  disastrous  and  irreversible  character 
of  many  of  our  assaults  on  the  world  of  nature,  and  a sharpened  sense  of 
issues  of  justice  and  peace,  all  made  the  more  insistent  by  a growing 
awareness  of  the  interconnectedness  of  these  issues  as  well  as  the 
interdependence  of  all  peoples.  Besides  movements  to  recognize  “rights” 
of  nature  — for  example,  the  right  of  a species  not  to  be  made  extinct  for 
human  convenience  or  pleasure  — there  is  a growing  sense  of  the  right  of 
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all  peoples  and  groups  to  a part  in  shaping  their  own  destiny.  Often  this  is 
accompanied  by  a more  flexible  attitude  to  traditional  societal  roles,  with 
a corresponding  sense  of  new  personal  possibilities,  which  one  may  have 
a “right”  or  even  obligation  to  exercise  and  explore.21  These  changes 
bring  problems  as  well  as  positive  results;  but  in  any  case  the  personal  and 
social  “breakthroughs”  of  one  generation,  such  as  the  principle  of  equal 
pay  for  men  and  women  for  the  same  work,  are  understood  as  common- 
place rights,  as  one’s  due,  by  the  next  generation.22  The  positive  aspects 
of  such  developments  have  been  affirmed  frequently  by  the  member 
churches  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches.23 

Traditional  “Western”  biblical  studies  and  theology  — which  are 
found,  of  course,  not  only  in  “Western”  countries  — have  been  shaken  by 
the  need  to  take  seriously  the  challenges  from  this  new  world  situation. 
Nor  has  this  been  purely  from  outside  the  churches,  as  a solely  secular 
intrusion  upon  them.  There  have  also  been  challenges  from  within  the 
household  of  faith  as  indigenous  theologies  claim  the  right  to  express  the 
gospel  in  new  forms,  each  appropriate  for  its  distinctive  social  and 
cultural  context.  The  dominant  theological  traditions  of  the  past  centuries 
have  been  accused  by  liberation  theologies  of  perpetuating  an  abstract, 
academic  approach  to  the  Bible  which  fragments  the  text,  entombs  it  in 
the  winding-sheets  of  academic  jargon,  and  removes  it  from  living 
contact  with  the  people  of  God;  and  of  claiming  as  “universal”  a theology 
which  is,  in  fact,  also  local  and  contextual:  a Western  theology  which 
baptizes  Western,  white,  male  experience  and  values  in  the  name  of  the 
gospel.  With  this  comes  an  appeal  for  a new  sensitivity  to  the  insights  of 
“the  people,”  often  in  the  form  of  communitarian  or  group  reflection  and 
discussion  of  the  biblical  text  on  the  basis  of  the  experiences  of  everyday 
life.24 

Perhaps  the  most  fundamental  challenge  has  come  from  feminist 
theologians  and  biblical  scholars.  This  is  a large  and  very  diverse 
movement,  most  stereotypes  of  which  are  inaccurate;  but  in  general  it 
expresses  a new  consciousness  on  the  part  of  women,  a fundamental 
refusal  on  their  part  to  be  defined  any  longer  as  “the  other”,25  passive  over 
against  men  and  determined  by  them.  One  characteristic  of  this  move- 
ment is  that  it  tends  to  proceed  from  a deep  analysis  of  culture  and  society 
as  determined  by  patriarchy,  i.e.  by  a 

group  organization  in  which  males  hold  dominant  power  and  determine  what 
part  females  shall  and  shall  not  play,  and  in  which  capabilities  assigned  to 
women  are  relegated  generally  to  the  mystical  and  aesthetic  and  excluded  from 
the  practical  and  political  realms.26 
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From  these  developments  has  come  an  important  shift  in  the  discussion 
of  hermeneutics  and  contextual  interpretation.  When  in  the  1960s  we 
established  that  the  interpreter’s  historical,  social  and  cultural  context  was 
an  inevitable  aspect  of  our  understanding  of  the  Bible  and  the  Tradition,  it 
was  still  “our”  (Western)  context  which  was  considered  the  norm.  And 
this  is  precisely  what  is  challenged  today:  the  Western,  male,  white  and 
middle-class  context  and  perspective,  whose  thought  forms  have  shaped 
the  interpretation  and  understanding  of  both  Bible  and  Tradition,  is 
challenged  from  many  sides  as  not  being  the  only  one  from  which  to  view 
Bible  and  Tradition.  It  is  said,  more  radically,  that  this  Western  perspec- 
tive sometimes  distorts  the  intention  of  Jesus’  message  — that  is  to  say,  it 
distorts  the  Tradition,  properly  understood  — and  that  such  distortions 
need  to  be  identified  and  corrected. 

Scripture  and  Tradition:  issues  and  challenges 

What  these  challenges  mean  for  the  work  of  Faith  and  Order  is  not  yet 
clear.  Its  task  is  not  the  construction  of  new  theologies,  however  exciting 
and  “relevant”  they  might  appear,  but  work  towards  overcoming  present 
differences  in  theology  and  practice  which  divide  the  churches.  It  is  not  so 
much  a question  of  adopting  this  or  that  new  approach  as  of  taking  the 
present  Christian  situation  seriously,  of  giving  full  and  appropriate  weight 
to  these  new  factors  in  theology,  the  life  of  the  churches,  and  the 
ecumenical  movement.  The  fundamental  theological  and  ecclesiological 
issues  involved  here  are  the  relation  between  the  truth  of  scripture  and  its 
historical  formulation  in  first-century  categories;  the  relation  of  Tradition 
to  both  scripture  and  to  the  history  of  the  church;  and  the  criteria  for 
interpreting  both  scripture  and  Tradition  in  the  present  cultural  and 
religious  situation.  Clearly  further  ecumenical  work  is  needed  in  the  field 
of  hermeneutics  — as  applied  to  both  scripture  and  to  the  church  fathers 
— and  on  the  question  of  the  authority  of  both  scripture  and  Tradition. 

Scripture,  Tradition,  traditions...  and  experience 

The  second  area  of  theological  focus  emerging  at  Prague  was  the 
validity  and  proper  role  of  experience  in  doing  theology,  and  the  relation 
of  experience  to  both  scripture  and  Tradition.  In  one  sense,  of  course,  all 
theology  is  the  result  of  someone's  experience;  scripture  reflects  the 
experience  of  the  first  disciples  with  Jesus,  or  Paul’s  experience  with  the 
communities  of  Corinth  or  Philippi,  and  Tradition  can  be  said  to  enshrine 
the  experience  of  the  men  (and  women!)  of  the  early  church  as  they 
encountered  the  gospel  message  and  wrestled  with  its  meaning  for  their 
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own  day.  In  the  same  light,  it  is  possible  to  understand  the  language  and 
thought-forms  of  liturgy  also  as  not  just  “poetic  hyperboles”  — as  if 
remote  and  abstracted  from  experience  — but  as  liturgical  words  and 
deeds  which  “reflect  the  existential  experience  of  the  church’s  worship 
and  belief  in  the  resurrection  and  the  presence  of  the  Spirit  in  its  midst”.27 
Tradition,  in  this  sense,  is  codified  experience.  But  there  must  also  be  an 
appropriation  of  the  truth  contained  in  Tradition  within  the  lives  of 
individual  Christians;  the  experience  of  earlier  believers,  codified  as 
Tradition,  must  interact  with  my  own  unique,  personal  experience,  if  that 
tradition  is  to  be  not  just  an  abstract  principle  from  the  past  but  is  to 
become  a living,  vital  spring  of  faith  and  action  in  my  life  today.28  It  is 
this  dynamic  interaction  of  Tradition  and  present  experience  which  is  at 
issue. 

Again  it  is  important  to  note  that  this  was  hardly  a new  theme  for  Faith 
and  Order;  it  had  been  developed,  particularly  in  two  aspects,  during  the 
1960s  and  1970s.  First  was  an  attempt  to  link  the  more  traditional  Faith 
and  Order  theological  work  to  reflection  upon  the  present  experiences  of 
Christians  from  different  concrete  contexts.  This  was  done  through  the 
so-called  “inter-contextual  method”  which  had  already  aroused  within 
Faith  and  Order,  as  John  Deschner  put  it  at  Louvain  (1971),  a “marked 
interest”.29  He  noted  that  in  the  study  programme  using  this  method  — 
“The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Unity  of  Mankind”,  a predecessor  of 
the  present  study  on  “The  Renewal  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of 
Human  Community”  — Faith  and  Order  had 

...found  both  the  process  and  the  theme  “extremely  helpful  and  productive... 
as  a means  of  relating  traditional  Life  and  Work  concerns  directly  to  tradi- 
tional Faith  and  Order  issues”.  In  effect  we  said:  This  problematic  must  be  a 
permanent  addition  to  our  work.30 

Indeed,  at  the  Louvain  meeting  Deschner  went  so  far  as  to  say  that 
there  should  be  “a  permanent  commitment  to  inter-contextual  work  in 
planning  all  our  Faith  and  Order  studies...”31  This  was,  in  effect,  an 
appeal  to  expand  the  Montreal  “trilogy”  to  include  a fourth  element,  so 
that  we  would  speak  of  Scripture,  Tradition,  traditions  and  experience.  It 
is  important  to  clarify  the  term  “inter-contextual”  because  it  is  so 
fundamental  to  the  methodology  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study.  Again 
in  the  words  of  John  Deschner, 

...there  has  been  a widespread  misunderstanding  that  it  means  nothing  more 
than  contextual  theology.  But  it  means  something  much  more.  It  must  be 
related  to  its  own  ground  and  problematic,  method  and  authority.  This  is  no 
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mere  case  of  permitting  the  world  to  set  the  Faith  and  Order  agenda,  or  of 
misunderstanding  “situation”  as  a “source”  for  theology.  And  it  is  certainly  no 
repudiation  or  even  reflection  upon  the  importance  and  urgency  of  the 
classical  Faith  and  Order  agenda. 

“Inter-contextual  method”  aims  to  relate  the  two  sets  of  problems  in  a much 
more  careful  and  disciplined  way.  Two  movements  are  required.  On  the  one 
hand,  it  means  bringing  a specific  problem  of  human  division  into  the  context 
where  church  unity  is  the  central  interest,  in  order  to  learn  what  new  insight 
we  are  stimulated  to  gather  about  church  unity  — drawing  upon  its  own  proper 
theological  sources  in  so  doing.  On  the  other  hand,  it  also  means  asking  what 
light  the  principles  of  church  unity  can  throw  upon  those  basic  human 
problems  as  we  bring  the  former  into  the  latter  context.32 

A second  new  factor  was  a new  awareness  of  the  importance  of  the 
people  of  God  as  a whole  people,  of  the  need  to  listen  not  only  to  those  in 
the  official  structures  of  the  churches  or  to  professional  theologians,  but 
to  be  more  open  to  the  insights  and  reflection  of  the  broadest  possible 
range  of  persons  within  the  churches  — and  not  only  groups  which  have 
been  marginalized  and  excluded  from  from  the  discussion  so  far,  but  also 
the  mass  of  everyday  church  members  who  simply  have  been  silent.  This 
new  awareness  was  expressed  by  some  through  the  term  “whole  theol- 
ogy,” a theology  which  is  “possible  only  when  the  whole  people  become 
a part  of  its  process”,33  and  for  which  pluralism,  as  a recognition  of  the 
richness  and  diversity  of  God’s  people,34  is  a positive  constituent  element: 

...one  can  only  speculate  at  this  point  on  what  a whole  theology  can  become. 
But  of  one  thing  we  may  be  sure:  It  cannot  come  out  of  one  group  or  one  sex  or 
one  nation  or  one  culture  speaking  for  the  whole,  any  more  than  men  have 
been  able  to  speak  for  the  whole.  A whole  theology  would  envision  all  the 
people  speaking  out  of  their  own  experiences  into  the  process  and  towards  full 
humanness.35 

in  practical  terms  this  led  Faith  and  Order  already  at  its  Accra  meeting 
(1974)  to  an  increased  sensitivity  to  input  from  the  various  regions  of  the 
world,36  and  to  a methodology  of  receiving  input  from  local  study  groups 
in  the  various  regions  — for  example,  the  various  “Hope  Groups”  who 
brought  statements  to  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission  meeting  in 
Bangalore  (1977)  from  Africa,  Asia,  East  Europe,  Latin  America,  the 
USA,  and  Western  Europe.37 

This  double  concern  — for  taking  seriously  the  present  experience  of 
men  and  women  in  the  churches  today,  and  for  incorporating  the  views  of 
a broad  range  of  the  people  of  God  within  the  work  of  Faith  and  Order  — 
was  at  the  heart  of  the  studies  on  “Unity  of  the  Church  — Unity  of 
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Humankind”,38  as  well  as  several  other  Faith  and  Order  studies  through 
the  1970s.  Each  dealt  with  an  issue  confronting  the  church  today:  the 
relationship  between  theology  and  racism,39  questions  of  church  and 
state,40  the  question  of  the  full  inclusion  of  the  handicapped  in  the  life  of 
the  church.41  These  “prismatic”  studies42  each  illuminated,  from  a distinc- 
tive perspective,  the  relationship  between  theology  and  an  issue  of 
burning  concern  within  the  human  community.  They  had  in  common  that 
they  sought  to  take,  more  intentionally  and  seriously  than  had  been  done 
in  the  past,  the  experience  and  witness  of  groups  on  the  margins  of  the  life 
of  the  church. 

These  concerns  had  a gradual  but  profound  effect  upon  Faith  and  Order 
by  challenging  it  to  broaden  the  base  of  its  theological  reflections.  This 
“prophetic”  quality  of  the  work  in  this  area  was  expressed  most  power- 
fully by  John  Deschner,  in  summing  up  the  significance  of  the  “Unity  of 
the  Church  — Unity  of  Humankind”  studies: 

I suspect  it  will  not  be  wrong,  one  day,  in  retrospect  to  call  this  study 
something  of  a turning  point  in  the  history  of  the  Faith  and  Order  movement: 
from  a classical  ecumenism  which  considered  traditional  denominational 
divisions  as  the  central  issue  in  the  church  unity  problem  to  a more  contempo- 
rary focus  which  also  takes  into  account  the  human  divisions  which  invade  and 
divide  the  church.  The  two  approaches  are  not  alternative  but  complemen- 
tary.43 

The  most  consistent  application  of  these  principles  by  Faith  and  Order 
in  its  work  was  the  Study  on  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the 
Church  (1977-1981),  conducted  jointly  with  the  Women’s  Sub-unit  of  the 
World  Council  of  Churches  but  “lodged”  in  Faith  and  Order,  and 
culminating  in  the  famous  international  consultation  at  Sheffield,  Eng- 
land.44 From  the  beginning  this  Study  insisted  both  upon  the  inclusion  of 
concrete  experience  and  on  the  need  for  broad  involvement  in  the  overall 
study  process.  These  factors  were  expressed  in  the  desire  to  establish 
local  study  groups  around  the  world:45 

It  is  hoped  that  women  and  men  of  all  church  traditions  and  cultures  will 
find  ways  to  participate  in  this  study. . . All  groups  must  feel  free  to  react  to  this 
study  according  to  the  cultural  patterns  in  which  they  find  themselves  and 
which  vary  greatly  from  country  to  country  and  church  to  church...  wherever 
possible  the  groups  may  be  set  up  in  an  ecumenical  way  and  include  as  many 
confessional,  racial  and  ethnic  categories  as  possible.  There  may  also  be  good 
reasons  for  limiting  participation  to  one  or  two  confessional  groups...  the 
context  of  each  particular  history  and  culture  should  be  carefully  taken  into 
account.46 
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One  fruit  of  the  insistence  on  a broad  range  of  experience  was  the 
inclusion  of  men  within  the  focus  of  the  Community  Study!  One  of  the 
motivations  of  the  Study  was  a desire  to  recover,  celebrate  and  learn 
from,  after  so  many  centuries  of  neglect,  the  distinctive  experience  of 
women.  We  cannot  here  discuss  the  issues  of  distinctive  women’s 
experience,47  whether  women  are  more  “intuitive”48  etc.  than  men  — 
issues  as  important  as  they  are  controversial  — but  simply  note  that, 
while  seeking  to  incorporate  women’s  experience  as  fully  as  possible,  the 
Community  Study  insisted  that  it  was  a study  of  and  for  the  whole  church, 
men  as  well  as  women,  and  refused  to  focus  on  issues  that  would  limit  its 
scope  only  or  primarily  to  concerns  of  women. 

The  Community  Study,  as  one  of  the  most  broadly-based  and  best 
known  projects  of  the  WCC  and  of  Faith  and  Order,  further  affirmed  the 
importance  of  drawing  upon  the  broadest  possible  range  of  experience 
within  the  whole  people  of  God.  This  has  had  significant  implications  for 
the  WCC  in  general;  it  is  surely  symptomatic  that  recommendations  from 
the  Community  Study  presented  at  the  Dresden  WCC  Central  Committee 
meeting  (1981)  included  the  study  of  “the  recent  experience  of  women 
with  regard  to  power,  authority,  and  structure  in  Church  and  society”  and 
“the  manner  in  which  our  experience  of  power  and  authority  and  the 
character  of  our  structures  either  express  or  obscure  the  community  life  of 
the  gospel”.49  With  respect  to  Faith  and  Order,  it  can  be  said  that  the  use 
of  a broad  range  of  experience  is  now  part  of  our  approach,  and  not  as  a 
“concession  to  contextualism”  but  as  a necessary  and  integral  aspect  of 
our  theological  work: 

The  recent  history  of  Faith  and  Order  suggests  that  the  “profile”  of  the 
Commission  is  changing  in  a way  that  gives  recognition  to  the  need  for  as 
broad  and  diverse  a community  as  possible  to  reflect  upon  the  Commission’s 
classical  agenda...  And  in  the  search  for  visible  unity  of  the  Church  it  is  the 
experience  of  the  widest  community  that  has  to  be  brought  into  that  identifying 
of  the  “faith  of  the  Church  through  the  ages”.  Many  will  recognize  this  as  a 
sign  of  renewed  strength  and  hope  for  the  future,  others  may  see  it  as  a 
threat.50 

All  of  these  developments  formed  the  background  for  a new  focus  for 
the  work  on  themes  of  unity  and  renewal,  now  brought  under  the  heading 
“The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  Fluman  Community”  and 
launched  at  the  Faith  and  Order  Standing  Commission  meeting  in  Crete 
(1984). 51  The  study  picks  up  John  Deschner’s  comment  about  the  need  to 
consider  not  only  the  “traditional  denominational  divisions”  but  also  “the 
human  divisions  which  invade  and  divide  the  Church”  (see  note  43, 
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above).  It  affirms  that  churches  today  are  divided  not  only  over  the 
traditional  theological  issues  of  transubstantiation  or  the  proper  age  and 
forms  for  baptism  but  also,  and  often  with  more  tragic  results,  by  the 
alienation  between  ethnic  groups,  social  and  economic  classes,  and  the 
sexes:  the  divisions  of  the  world  are,  insofar  as  the  church  is  a human 
institution,  church-divisive  realities.  This  did  not  mean  that  Faith  and 
Order  was  shifting  its  attention  to  “non-theological”  factors,  but  a new 
awareness  that  sexism  and  racism  raise  precisely  theological  and 
ecclesiological  issues,  and  that  work  towards  greater  visible  unity  of  the 
churches  must  also  take  account  of  these  realities. 

The  point  is  that  the  search  for  Christian  unity,  and  the  struggle  to 
overcome  the  brokenness  of  the  human  community  (a  brokenness  which 
leads  to  divisions  within  the  church  as  human  institution),  are  part  of  one 
and  the  same  response  to  the  gospel  of  Jesus  Christ.  The  two  must  not  be 
left  to  different  “wings”  of  the  ecumenical  movement,  thus  reinforcing 
the  old,  destructive,  tragic  and  false  division  between  “theologians”  and 
“activists”.  Nor  is  this  a new  theme  for  Faith  and  Order,  but  the  direct 
response  to  a challenge  already  sounded  in  its  By-Laws: 

The  Functions  of  the  Commission  are:  (a)  To  study  such  questions  of  faith, 
order,  and  worship  as  bear  on  this  task  [to  call  the  churches  to  the  goal  of 
visible  unity...]  and  to  examine  such  social,  cultural,  political,  racial  and 
other  factors  as  affect  the  unity  of  the  Church.52 

Within  the  newly-shaped  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  the  commitment  to 
taking  seriously  the  element  of  present  experience  was  affirmed;  the 
moderator  of  the  study,  Paul  A.  Crow,  Jr,  spoke  rhapsodically  about 

...the  richly  diverse  experiences  in  diverse  situations  from  which  God’s 
people  bring  their  yearnings,  their  life  situations,  and  their  thoeological 
reflections.  As  we  have  listened  to  these  local  witnesses  we  have  come  to 
realize  that  some  of  the  most  theological  issues  come  to  light  in  the  encounter 
between  God  and  God’s  people  in  concrete  experiences  and  situations.53 

And  it  has  been  noted  — correctly,  I believe  — that  “without  the 
acceptance  of  such  a methodology  [e.g.  the  inclusion  of  experience  as  a 
critical  component]  as  a valid  way  of  reflecting  theologically,  the  pro- 
gramme on  the  ‘Unity  of  the  Church  and  Renewal  of  Human  Community’ 
fails  to  interest  or  convince”.54 

As  for  the  concern  for  input  from  a broad  variety  of  women  and  men 
within  the  churches,  this  became  the  basis  for  a mandate,  issued  by  the 
Faith  and  Order  Plenary  Commission  at  Stavanger  (1985),  that  the  Unity 
and  Renewal  programme  include  work  by  local  study  groups  around  the 
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world.  This  would  draw  upon  the  methodology  of  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  Study,  as  well  as  the  earlier  “Hope  Groups”  (see  note 
37,  above);  what  is  “studied”  would  not  be  an  “official”  theological 
position  of  Faith  and  Order,  but  precisely  the  experience  of  women  and 
men  at  the  local  level.  In  keeping  with  the  orientation  of  Faith  and  Order, 
however,  the  unity  of  the  church  would  be  a primary  focus  for  each  area 
of  reflection.  The  local  study  process  would  gather  insights  and  reflection 
from  local  contexts  for  interaction  with  the  other  elements  of  the  Unity 
and  Renewal  Study.55 

But  alongside  this  was  a renewed  commitment  to  more  traditional 
forms  of  theological  reflection  and,  in  particular,  a stronger  and  more 
explicit  commitment  to  the  ecclesiological  elements  and  significance  of 
the  unity  and  renewal  programme.  The  study,  it  was  affirmed,  would 
“require  an  integrated  theological  approach”56,  combining  reflection 
upon  the  experience  of  a broad  range  of  the  people  of  God  with  the 
“deductive”  approach  more  traditional  to  Faith  and  Order.57  And  issues 
such  as  the  churches’  involvement  in  work  for  justice,  the  community  of 
women  and  men,  the  challenges  and  opportunities  of  an  interfaith 
context,  would  all  be  approached  as  “prisms”  through  which  to  view  the 
reality  of  brokenness  within  the  church,  and  its  call  to  be  a “prophetic 
sign”  for  the  healing  of  these  divisions  in  the  human  community  as  a 
whole. 

Thus  it  is  recognized  that  present  experience  must  not  be  emphasized  at 
the  expense  or  neglect  of  Tradition;  rather  both  elements  must  be  brought 
into  a creative  dialogue.  The  question  of  scripture  is  important  at  this 
point  as  well.  Here  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  has  been  instructed  by 
earlier  Faith  and  Order  work,  and  most  recently  by  biblical  reflections 
from  the  Community  Study.  Thus  one  of  the  specialized  consultations 
prior  to  Sheffield,  building  upon  the  results  of  Montreal,  Bristol,  and 
Louvain,  affirmed  that: 

Interpretation  occurs  in  the  encounter  of  the  biblical  text,  embedded  as  it  is 
in  its  historical  context,  with  readers  who  are  also  embedded  in  a particular 
historical  moment.  A fully  “objective”  interpretation  of  scripture  is  therefore 
impossible  because  no  interpreter,  or  community  of  interpreters,  can  be 
divorced  from  the  prejudices  that  accompany  his/her  immersion  in  time. 
Interpretation,  then,  involves  a constant  dialogue  between  the  experience  of 
the  text  and  the  experience  of  those  who  interpret.  This  interpretation  does  not 
rule  out  the  operation  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  understanding  scripture;  rather,  it 
locates  this  operation  precisely  in  the  ever  new  encounter  of  contemporary 
context  and  historical  text.58 
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The  result  is  that 

Our  experience  constitutes  a vital  partner  in  the  unending  dialogue  with 
God’s  living  word...  We  discover  the  meaning  and  authority  of  scripture  as  it 
lives  among  us,  challlenges  us,  and  takes  shape  incarnationally  through  and 
with  our  experience.59 

This  interaction,  then,  of  Tradition,  scripture  and  personal  experience 
is  at  the  heart  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study.  While  the  methodological 
issues  which  it  raises  were  discussed  in  the  programme  outline  for  the 
study  coming  from  Crete,60  the  most  nuanced  and  substantial  considera- 
tion of  them  was  given  in  a preparatory  paper  for  the  Faith  and  Order 
Commission  meeting  at  Lima  (1981): 

The  theological  method...  was  based  on  the  conviction  that  our  experience 
of  life  — whoever  we  are,  wherever  we  live,  whatever  church  we  belong  to  — 
is  vital  raw  raterial  for  understanding  Christian  truth  and  for  our  vision  of  the 
community  we  seek.  But  such  experience  has  always  to  be  measured  against 
the  Christian  tradition  which  has  come  down  to  us  through  the  centuries  and 
which  is  given  to  us  in  and  through  the  teaching,  life  and  witness  of  the 
Christian  communities  to  which  we  belong.  That  inherited  tradition  must 
judge  and  speak  to  our  experience.  But,  in  its  turn,  reflection  upon  our 
experience  as  women  and  men  in  community  helps  us  to  perceive  ever  fresh 
and  creative  insights  in  that  tradition  we  receive  in  and  through  the  Church  to 
which  it  is  entrusted  and  in  which  it  is  embodied.  This  theological  method  of  a 
continual  interplay  between  experience  and  tradition  and  between  tradition 
and  experience  lay  at  the  basis  of  the  Community  Study.  Here  was  a double 
dynamic  at  work  in  which,  on  the  one  hand,  examination  of  our  experience  of 
being  women  and  men,  in  relationships  and  in  community,  put  critical 
questions  to  the  Christian  tradition  and,  on  the  other,  the  tradition  pointed  to 
new  evaluations  of  our  experience...61 

Note  that  this  excludes  any  idea  of  a simple  “judging”  of  either 
scripture  or  Tradition  by  present  personal  experience,  much  less  the 
ready  “rejection”  of  scripture  or  Tradition  because  it  does  not  appear  to 
conform  to  present  personal  experience.  This  is  a critical  point;  the 
effort  to  take  scripture,  Tradition  and  present  experience  seriously  led  to 
an  intense  discussion  at  Prague  as  to  whether  experience  was  being 
elevated  “above”  Tradition,  leading  to  a “subjectivism”  which 
threatened  the  role  of  Tradition  in  theological  work.  Is  this  charge 
justified? 

Now  indeed  at  some  points  in  the  unity  and  renewal  discussion  the 
language  of  putting  “critical  questions  to  the  Christian  tradition”62  is  used, 
as  is  the  language  of  “testing”  the  tradition: 
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...The  conviction  that  the  Christian  Tradition  expresses  revealed  truth 
includes  the  conviction  that  the  tradition  will  past  the  test  of  relevance  in  every 
context:  “I  will  prove  to  you,  then,  that  the  Son  of  Man  has  authority  on  earth 
to  forgive  sins”.  So  he  said  to  the  paralyzed  man,  ’Get  up,  pick  up  your  bed, 
and  go  home!”’  (Matt.  9:6). 

Equally,  the  claim  to  effective  expression  of  God’s  saving  purpose  in  each 
context,  the  prophetic  claim  that  God  is  at  work  here  and  now,  must  be  tested 
by  the  normative  self-revelation  of  God  in  Christ:  “do  not  believe  all  who 
claim  to  have  the  Spirit,  but  test  them  to  find  out  if  the  spirit  they  have  comes 
from  God”  (1  John  4:1). 

This  dual  process  of  testing  is  at  the  heart  of  an  approach  appropriate  to  this 
study  of  unity  and  renewal.63 

Certainly  it  is  true  that  — as  the  programme  outline  from  Crete  itself 
says  — “a  better  way  of  describing  the  methodological  issues  must...  be 
developed  as  part  of  the  unity/renewal  study  process...”64  But  it  is 
important  to  understand  the  language  in  light  of  the  continuing  Faith  and 
Order  discussion  of  the  issue;  for  example,  already  at  Louvain  it  had 
been  said  that  “the  situation  [in  which  one  reads  the  Bible  today]  with  its 
given  elements  and  open  problems  determines  the  perspective  within 
which  the  biblical  witness  must  be  read  and  interpreted”.65  The  point 
here  was  not  to  limit  the  authority  of  the  biblical  witness,  but  to 
acknowledge  that  it  speaks  and  works  not  as  an  abstract,  distant  text,  but 
in  and  through  the  lives  of  men  and  women  who  are  inspired  by  the 
word,  and  who  through  the  Spirit  seek  to  apply  the  biblical  message  to 
life  in  our  world  today. 

And  what  of  the  statement,  quoted  above  from  the  programme  outline 
at  Crete,  that  “the  tradition  will  past  the  test  of  relevance  in  every 
context”?  Is  there  not  a legitimate  sense  in  which  we  can  say  that  the 
Christian  message  “proves”  itself  in  each  generation  — not  in  the  sense 
that  its  truth  must  be,  ontologically  as  it  were,  established  ever  anew,  for 
the  message  is  eternal,  true  and  sure  — but  in  the  sense  that  women  and 
men,  in  concrete  situations,  do  apply  the  message  and  seek  to  live  it^  and 
do  find  that  it  offers  a word  of  truth  and  power  for  today.  Nor  is  this 
process  a modern  invention,  the  product  of  a frenzied  search  for  “rele- 
vance”. As  Louvain  pointed  out: 

The  biblical  writers  sought  to  speak  and  act  in  response  to  the  challenges  of 
their  own  times.  The  supreme  challenge  was  the  message  itself  but  besides  this 
there  was  also  the  confrontation  with  contemporary  movements,  such  as 
syncretism,  the  emperor  cult,  gnosticism  and  so  on.  The  message  had  to  prove 
itself  in  the  midst  of  constant  controversy.66 
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From  one  theological  perspective,  ontologically  and  ultimately  speak- 
ing the  truth  of  the  message  is  established  for  all  time;  from  another  it  is 
precisely  this  “proving”  of  the  message  — as  it  speaks  again  and  again  its 
word  of  power,  liberation,  judgment  and  reconciliation  to  ever-new 
contexts  — which  is  the  revelation,  embodiment  and  demonstration  of 
this  eternal  truthfulness.  And  as  Christians  today  we  do  have  the  confi- 
dence that  the  word  will  continue  to  speak  its  word  of  truth.  Thus  Louvain 
affirmed  that 

The  Bible  begins  to  speak  most  effectively  when  it  is  read  in  the  context 
of  the  corresponding  controversies  of  our  own  times.  It  has,  therefore, 
to  be  exposed  to  the  challenge  of  the  situation  existing  at  any  given 
time.67 

— precisely  in  order  that,  we  might  add,  the  message  may  bring  its  word 
of  power  into  the  situations  of  life  and  death  within  which  Christian  men 
and  women  struggle  to  be  faithful. 


Experience:  issues  and  challenges 

In  looking  to  the  future,  one  important  question  will  be  how  seriously 
we  can  deal  with  the  calls  for  a new  approach  and  understanding  of  the 
Tradition  in  light  of  the  experience  of  various  groups  today  — for 
example,  the  claim  that  patriarchal  elements  in  both  scripture  and 
Tradition  have  diverted  the  original  intention  of  Jesus’  teaching.68  Here 
it  will  be  helpful  to  remember  that,  however  sensitive  such  an  issue  may 
be,  the  fundamental  theological  and  ecclesiological  issues  are  closely 
related  to  those  which  the  ecumenical  movement  has  faced  before  in 
other  forms,  for  example  in  dealing  with  the  “traditional”  threefold 
pattern  of  ministry  (handled  in  “Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry”)  or  as 
we  ask  ecumenically  the  question,  “Is  there  a God-given  structure  of  the 
church?”  (which  is  a prominent  theme  in  the  second  phase  of  the 
International  Roman  Catholic-Reformed  dialogue.)  These  issues  are: 
How  does  the  present  experience  of  Christians  — which  sometimes 
brings  new  and  challenging  insights  — relate  to  both  scripture  and 
Tradition?  What  are  the  criteria  for  evaluating  present  experience?  What 
constitutes  the  proper  interpretation  of  scripture,  and  what  in  the 
teaching  and  history  of  the  church  is,  in  fact,  Tradition,  and  how  is  this 
determined,  and  by  whom?  Here  work  is  needed  on  both  the  criteria  for 
evaluating  experience  and  the  relation  of  experience  to  scripture  and  the 
Tradition  of  the  church. 
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Christian  community  as  the  “human  face”  of  ecclesiology 

The  third  issue  emerging  from  the  discussion  at  Prague  was  the  nature 
of  the  community  we  seek.  We  discerned  that  efforts  to  work  towards 
more  complete  Christian  community  are  hampered  by  a lack  of  common 
understanding  about  what  elements  this  would  contain,  and  how  such  new 
visions  of  community  would  relate  to  the  institutional  structures  of  the 
church. 

The  biblical  witness  is  clear  that  Christian  life  is  fundamentally  a 
life  in  community.  Among  Jesus’  first  public  acts  was  his  forming  the 
community  of  his  disciples  and  followers  (already  at  Mark  1 : 1 6ff . , 
Matt.  4:18ff.);  and  Paul  knows  not  individual  Christians  so  much  as 
Christians  within  the  community  of  believers  (note  that  for  Paul  the 
test  of  individual  spiritual  gifts  is  whether  they  serve  not  only  the 
individual  but  also  the  community  as  a whole:  1 Cor.  14:1-19).  The 
image  of  the  “solitary”  Christian  has  its  place  only  within,  and  subject 
to  correction  by,  the  larger  framework  of  the  people  of  God  as  a 
whole;  otherwise  it  is  prey  to  individualistic  distortions  (which  have 
indeed  characterized  much  Western  theology).  Furthermore,  Jesus  and 
Paul  insisted  that  the  Christian  community  be  marked  by  love,  justice 
and  reconciliation;  and  Christians  recognize  that  the  gospel  message 
should,  in  so  far  as  is  possible,  be  embodied  in  and  through  the 
institutional  churches.  The  church  as  human  institution  has  the  task 
and  responsibility  of  not  only  challenging  the  world  with  its  proclama- 
tion of  the  gospel,  but  itself  “living”  the  message  of  liberation  and 
reconciliation  which  it  preaches. 

The  churches  considered  as  historic,  human  institutions  do  not  fully 
realize  this  goal  and  hope.  This  has  been  a common  theme  of  WCC 
Assemblies  from  the  first  at  Amsterdam  in  1948,  where  it  was  said: 

Within  our  divided  churches,  there  is  much  which  we  confess  with 
penitence  before  the  Lord  of  the  Church,  for  it  is  in  our  estrangement  from 
Him  that  all  our  sin  has  its  origin.  It  is  because  of  this  that  the  evils  of  the 
world  have  so  deeply  penetrated  our  churches,  so  that  amongst  us  too  there  are 
worldly  standards  of  success,  class  division,  economic  rivalry,  a secular  mind. 
Even  where  there  are  no  differences  of  theology,  language  or  liturgy,  there 
exist  churches  segregated  by  race  and  colour,  a scandal  within  the  Body  of 
Christ.  We  are  in  danger  of  being  salt  that  has  lost  its  savour  and  is  fit  for 
nothing.69 

The  Nairobi  Assembly  (1975)  said  frankly:  “Sometimes  the  institu- 
tional structures  of  the  churches  themselves  are  oppressive  and 
dehumanizing;  often  they  uncritically  reflect  the  values  of  their  own 
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culture.”70  And  such  admissions  are  part  of  the  self-critical,  honest 
realism  of  many  churches  as  they  examine  their  own  institutional  life.71 

This  raises,  to  be  sure,  profound  and  difficult  issues  of  ecclesiology,  in 
particular  the  nature  of  the  church  in  relation  to  its  historical  and  institu- 
tional expression.  Intense  discussion  at  Prague  centred  on  this  issue,  and  on 
the  use  of  the  term  “renewal”  with  respect  to  the  church.  For  some  this  is  an 
impossible  concept  because  the  church  is  itself  already  perfection,  incap- 
able by  definition  of  “renewal”,  particularly  if  “renewal”  is  used  in  its 
common  sense,  implying  “improvement”.  But  for  others  the  term  “church” 
may  be  used  quite  specifically  of  the  historic,  human  institution,  and  the 
language  of  “renewal”  is  a challenging  and  helpful  way  of  pointing  to  the 
need  for  a more  complete  realization  of  the  gospel  in  its  institutional  life. 

Clarification  of  this  issue  is  essential  for  ecumenical  progress.  Those 
who  understand  the  church  primarily  in  terms  of  its  eternal  reality  will 
inevitably  feel  that  others,  with  their  readiness  to  speak  of  “change”  and 
“renewal”,  are  compromising  the  “ontological  dignity”  of  the  church; 
those  who,  from  another  perspective,  speak  of  reform  or  growth  in  the  life 
of  the  church  will  feel  blocked  by  a refusal  to  take  seriously  the  historical, 
j institutional  aspects  of  the  church,  or  the  reality  of  human  sinfulness. 

. Language  must  be  found  to  enable  these  groups  to  talk  to  each  other. 

' Perhaps  the  language  of  “mystery”  and  “sign”  already  developed  in  the 
! Unity  and  Renewal  Study72  will  be  useful  here,  or  perspectives  may 
emerge  from  an  approach  such  as  this: 

...unity  and  renewal  are  concerns  both  for  the  church  and  for  the  human 
community.  Renewal  is  a condition  of  unity,  and  unity  is  the  result  of  renewal. 
This  should  apply  both  to  the  church  and  to  human  community.  It  is  this  unity- 
renewal  dynamic  that  suggests  theological  perspectives  of  the  study  at  the 
initial  stage.  This  may  lead  to  a reconstruction  of  theology  of  the  church  and 
human  community  in  a fundamental  way.73 

But  the  Unity  and  Renewal  programme  is  not  interested  only  in  the 
universal  church;  its  commitment  to  taking  seriously  the  experience, 
j insights  and  reflection  of  a broad  range  of  persons  within  the  church  today 
: leads  it  to  focus  also  upon  life  in  the  local  congregation.  For  it  is  here  that 
the  love,  justice,  reconciliation  and  “new  being”  offered  by  the  gospel 
I should  be  available;  it  is  here  that  ecclesiology  ceases  to  be  an  abstract 
| system,  and  takes  on  a “human  face”,  that  its  theological  categories  and 
truths  become  embodied  in  Christian  sisters  and  brothers  who  incarnate 
God’s  challenging,  enabling  love  and  redeeming  grace.  It  is  not  too  much 
to  say  that  the  “quality  of  Christian  life”  within  a Christian  community  is 
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the  primary  test  of  its  faithfulness  to  the  gospel,  more  important  than  tests 
of  doctrinal  “correctness”  (cf.  Matt.  25:31-46,  7:21-23,  cf.  Luke  6:46- 
49!). 

It  must  be  clear  that  this  is  not  simply  a “social”  or  “sociological” 
concern,  but  is  deeply  theological  and  ecclesiological.  To  take  a specific 
example,  the  Nairobi  Assembly  of  the  WCC  (1975)  affirmed  that  “the 
unity  of  the  Church  requires  that  women  be  free  to  live  out  the  gifts  which 
God  has  given  to  them  and  to  respond  to  their  calling  to  share  fully  in  the 
life  and  witness  of  the  Church”.74  Why  is  the  full  participation  of  all 
God’s  people  in  the  life  of  the  Church  required  precisely  for  the  unity  of 
the  church?  Because  our  churches  as  human  institutions  are  often  affected 
and  afflicted  by  the  divisions  of  the  human  community;  because,  as  Paul 
experienced  in  his  congregations  (cf.  1 Cor.  1 1:17-22),  so  also  in  ours  the 
divisions  of  class,  gender,  and  race,  rather  than  being  overcome  and 
transformed  by  the  judging  and  reconciling  power  of  the  gospel,  may 
impose  themselves  upon  the  life  of  the  congregation,  alienating  men  and 
women  from  each  other  and  denying  the  reality  of  the  gospel  in  that  place. 

Work  to  overcome  such  brokenness  and  division  is  not  ancillary  to  the 
gospel  but  an  expression  of  it;  the  search  for  new  and  deeper  forms  of 
Christian  community  arises  from  the  desire  to  enable  the  “gifts”  of  all 
(1  Cor.  12:1-14:33)  to  come  to  creative  expression.  As  the  Asian  regional 
consultation  prior  to  Sheffield  expressed  it, 

...the  equality  of  women  and  men  in  church  and  society  is  understood  as  both 
a theological  and  spiritual  issue.  Because  of  sin  the  relationship  of  “being  one 
flesh”  is  broken.  The  task  of  the  Christian  community  is  to  heal  this  distortion 
and  alienation  of  women  and  men  from  each  other  and  bring  them  to  their 
authentic  identity  in  interdependence  and  mutuality.75 

But  what  does  this  mean  in  practice?  How  do  we  embody  these  goals  in 
actual  communities?  Clearly  it  is  necessary  to  gain  a better  understanding  of 
the  proper  elements  of  new  or  renewed  Christian  community.  There  have 
been  many  attempts  to  define  such  elements,  including  some  within  the 
Community  Study  and  Unity  and  Renewal  programmes;  and  undoubtedly 
much  interesting  material  on  community  will  come  from  the  reflections  of 
the  local  study  groups  around  the  world  on  unity  and  renewal  issues.76 

Again  it  will  be  necessary  to  find  language  enabling  differing  traditions 
and  cultures  to  speak  together.  The  language  of  “equality”  and  “participa- 
tion” which  figures  in  many  visions  of  new  community  is  unacceptable  to 
some,  who  see  here  thought-forms  from  Western  liberal  culture  which 
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may  not  fit  in  other  contexts;  but  others  will  regard  the  refusal  to  move  in 
this  direction  as  an  excuse  to  continue  old  patterns  of  domination.  With  a 
greater  agreement  on  the  elements  of  Christian  community  we  might  do 
better  at  seeing  how  they  can  be  embodied  in  different  traditional  and 
cultural  contexts.  Here  it  is  striking  that  the  Asian  consultation  mentioned 
above  did  not  use  the  Western  liberal-democratic  language  of  equality  and 
participation  but  rather  the  language  of  “interdependence”  and  “mutual- 
ity” — language  equally  rooted  in  the  hunger  for  deeper  community. 

A further  critical  issue  here  is  the  relation  of  new  or  renewed  Christian 
community  to  the  institutional  church.  In  church-historical  terms  much  of 
the  work  on  and  in  community  has  an  ambivalent  relationship  to  the  institu- 
tional church:  frequently  it  is  done  by  self-consciously  alternate  com- 
munities, drawing  upon  elements  from  scripture  and  Christian  tradition, 
and  frequently  claiming  to  be  re-establishing  “primal”  forms  of  New  Testa- 
ment Christianity  (with  particular  reference  to  such  “reversal”  passages  as 
Mark  10:35-45  and  Matt.  18:1-4);  but  such  communities  are  often  — with 
their  utopian  elements  of  participation,  shared  decision-making,  and  alter- 
nate visions  of  society  — deeply  challenging  to  established  church  struc- 
tures. It  can  be  argued  that  the  most  effective  movements  for  reform  and 
renewal  are  those  coming  from  within  rather  than  outside  of  the  church;  this 
requires  a commitment  on  the  part  of  new  communities  to  the  church  as 
institution,  and  the  churches’  willingness  to  take  seriously  the  visions  of 
new  community  which  are  offered  from  such  groups. 

Finally,  it  is  important  to  avoid  triumphalism  in  the  search  for  new  and 
renewed  forms  of  community.  History  is  replete  with  “reforms”  and 
“renewals”  which,  not  having  come  to  terms  with  the  underlying  issues 
and  problems,  only  perpetuate  many  of  the  old  injustices  under  a new 
ideology  and  vocabulary.77  It  is  striking,  for  example,  that  even  in 
“renewed”  or  “liberated”  communities  change  in  the  status  of  women 
does  not  happen  without  careful  planning  and  insistent  and  persistent 
work.  A recent  study  of  Basic  Christian  Communities  in  the  Philippines 
indicates  that  unless  improving  the  position  of  women  is  explicitly  on  the 
agenda  it  will  simply  not  happen,  no  matter  how  much  the  goals  of  the 
group  are  oriented  to  “liberation”  and  “equality”  as  abstract  ideals : 

...although  the  BCCs  [Basic  Christian  Communities]  have  been  successful 
in  improving  certain  aspects  of  the  welfare  level  of  their  members,  they  have 
not  had  an  effect  on  the  status  of  women  as  such  because  they  have  not  set  out 
explicitly  to  do  so. . .women’s  concerns  will  not  be  addressed  comprehensively 
as  integral  aspects  of  community  development  without  first  making  their 
attainment  explicit  goals  of  the  BCCs.78 
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Community:  issues  and  challenges 

It  is  clear  that  intentional  work  towards  specific  goals  is  essential  for 
genuine  and  lasting  renewal;  otherwise  old  attitudes  and  patterns  of 
behaviour  inevitably  reassert  themselves.  This  brings  us  once  more  to  our 
initial  point  — that  we  lack  a common  understanding  about  the  nature  of 
the  community  which  we  are  seeking.  Here  the  theological  and 
ecclesiological  issues  at  stake  are  the  nature  and  elements  of  distinctive 
Christian  community;  the  criteria  for  determining  this,  and  who  decides; 
the  limits  of  diversity  within  Christian  community;  and  the  relationship  of 
particular  communities  to  the  larger  church.  Thus  what  is  urgently  needed 
is  ecumenical  work  on  the  elements  of  renewed  community,  and  the 
relation  of  these  to  both  the  biblical  witness  and  the  Tradition  of  the 
church,  including  the  many  and  diverse  forms  of  community  which  have 
been  a legitimate  and  creative  part  of  Christian  history. 

Unity-in-tension 

These  three  theological  and  ecclesiological  issues  of  scripture  and 
Tradition,  experience,  and  community  provoked  intense  discussion  at 
Prague.  The  participants,  and  the  churches  from  which  they  came,  were 
committed  to  drawing  closer  together;  but,  as  was  said  above,  we 
sometimes  reflected  a state  of  “unity-in-tension”.  What  is  the  background 
of  this  term,  and  what  does  it  indicate?  It  emerged  at  the  Faith  and  Order 
meeting  at  Accra  (1974),  as  the  title  of  a formal  “Statement  of  the 
Conference”  which  was  then  submitted  to  the  Fifth  Assembly  of  the  WCC 
at  Nairobi  (1975)  under  the  heading  “What  Unity  Requires”.79  Accra 
insisted  that  church  unity  should  serve  not  only  the  churches  themselves, 
but  must  be  understood  within  God’s  design  for  justice,  reconciliation  and 
renewal  of  the  human  community  as  a whole.  In  this  context  Accra 
reaffirmed  the  statement  of  the  Fourth  Assembly  of  the  WCC  at  Uppsala 
(1968):  “The  Church  is  bold  in  speaking  of  itself  as  the  sign  of  the  coming 
unity  of  mankind.”80  But  at  Accra  the  question  was  the  possible  tension 
between  the  commitment  to  church  unity  and  the  commitment  to  justice 
and  reconciliation:  as  Christians  struggled  towards  these  goals  in  the 
world,  they  might  find  themselves  on  opposing  sides  of  certain  issues, 
thus  leading  to  further  differences  within  the  church.  In  this  context  a 
warning  was  issued  against  an  “easy”  church  unity,  bought  at  the  price  of 
one’s  Christian  commitments  to  justice  and  reconciliation.  On  the  con- 
trary, it  was  said,  to  admit  and  deal  with  genuine  differences  between 
Christians  is  a sign  of  the  health  of  the  ecumenical  movement  — as 
already  the  Faith  and  Order  By-Laws  had  indicated  in  noting  that,  as  all 
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traditions  and  positions  “are  invited  to  share  reciprocally  in  giving  and 
receiving...  Differences  are  to  be  clarified  and  recorded  as  honestly  as 
agreements.”81 

In  this  context  the  essential  thing  is  that  greater  visible  unity  of  the 
churches  must  remain  an  explicit,  intentional  goal  even  as  we  struggle 
with  issues  of  brokenness  in  church  and  world;  otherwise  the  search  for 
church  unity  will  be  relegated  to  second  place,  or  left  only  to  specialized 
“ecumenical”  theologians  or  professional  ecumenists  — who  may  then  be 
branded  as  “elitist”  and  “irrelevant”. 

Here  the  crucial  theological  point  is  that  unity  is  not  something  which 
we  have  to  create,  but  is  a reality  given  already  by  God;  our  work  is  to 
enable  the  structures  of  the  churches  better  to  reflect  and  manifest  this 
unity  — rather  than  obscuring  it,  as  they  often  seem  to  at  present.  To 
begin  from  the  unity  given  by  God  has  profound  consequences  for  our 
relations  with  other  Christians,  precisely  those  from  whom  we  differ  most 
profoundly.  It  means  that  we  must  see  such  differences  within  the  overall 
context  of  God’s  uniting,  just  and  reconciling  purpose  for  both  the  church 
and  the  world.  It  is  the  uniting  power  of  the  Spirit,  and  our  commitment  to 
the  one  body  of  Christ,  that  enables  us  to  reject  an  “easy  unity”,  and  to 
bear  the  honest  differences  which  we  may  have  with  Christian  sisters  and 
brothers.  As  Accra  put  it: 

We  must  resolutely  refuse  any  too  easy  forms  of  unity,  or  any  misuses  of  the 
“sign”,  that  conceal  a deeper  disunity.  At  the  same  time,  we  may  believe  in  and 
give  witness  to  our  unity  in  Christ,  even  with  those  from  whom  we  may,  for  his 
sake,  have  to  part.  This  means  to  be  prepared  to  be  a “fellowship  in  darkness” — 
dependent  on  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit  for  the  form  which  our  fellowship 
should  seek  and  take;  and  a “unity  in  tension”  — dependent  on  the  Spirit  for  the 
strength  to  reconcile  within  the  one  body  of  the  Church  all  whom  the  forces  of 
disunity  would  otherwise  continue  to  drive  apart.  For  there  is  no  “fellowship  in 
darkness”  without  some  sign  of  the  reconciling  judgment  and  love  of  Christ. 82 

As  we  have  moved  into  the  1980s  the  differences  between  churches  — 
and  sometimes  between  Christians  within  the  same  church  — on  issues  of 
women  and  men  have  proved  to  be  equally  sensitive  and  complex  as  those 
in  other  areas  of  justice  and  reconciliation  prominent  in  the  1970s  at  Accra 
and  Nairobi.  The  “Accra  principle”  of  the  need  for  acceptance  and  continu- 
ing dialogue  between  representatives  of  differing  positions,  churches  and 
traditions,  in  the  face  even  of  serious  differences  of  belief  and  practise,  is 
equally  necessary  in  the  1980s  as  we  seek  for  ecumenical  understanding  on 
issues  of  women  and  men.  As  one  Faith  and  Order  commissioner  has 
written,  picking  up  the  language  of  Accra  quoted  above: 
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...  [In  the  face  of  our  differences  with  respect  to  the  roles  of  women  and  men 
within  the  church]  we  have  to  discover  new  ways  of  offering  our  experience 
and  doctrinal  understanding  to  each  other,  ways  that  uphold  and  do  not  deny 
the  other.  We  must  find  unity  in  tension  and  fellowship  even  in  the  darkness  of 
unknowing. 83 

In  this  area  too  the  refusal  to  find  an  “easy  unity”  at  the  cost  of  one’s 
Christian  commitments  must  be  balanced  by  a commitment  to  a deeper 
understanding  of  Christian  unity  — a unity  which  comes  not  from 
avoiding  one’s  differences  but  precisely  through  facing  and  working 
through  them  together.  This  is  not  to  say  this  is  easy;  indeed  this  is 
arguably  the  most  complex  and  problematic  area  on  the  whole  ecumenical 
agenda.  Whenever  issues  of  women  and  men  have  been  addressed  at 
anything  more  than  a superficial  level,  or  in  more  than  purely  abstract  and 
theoretical  terms,  they  have  given  rise  to  intense,  sometimes  difficult 
debate.  This  was  true,  for  example,  at  the  WCC  Central  Committee 
meeting  at  Dresden  in  1981,  where  many  thoughtful  and  important 
recommendations  from  the  Sheffield  Community  Study  meeting  were  lost 
in  the  the  outrage  over  one  suggestion  regarding  balanced  representa- 
tion.84 And  it  was  true  at  the  Sheffield  Community  Study  meeting  itself, 
where  serious  differences  in  perspective  and  priority  arose  between  “first- 
world”  and  “third-world”  women.85 

As  we  look  towards  future  ecumenical  work  in  this  area  it  is  important 
to  reflect  on  why  these  issues  have  proved  difficult  to  handle.  We  are 
dealing  with  deeply-held  convictions,  hallowed  by  centuries  of  Tradition 
and  understood,  by  all  parties,  as  reflecting  the  witness  of  scripture.  And 
it  is  surely  significant  that  issues  of  women  and  men  are,  in  their  nature, 
deeply  personal.  In  this  area,  perhaps  more  than  any  other,  it  is  difficult  to 
remain  within  the  abstract  categories  in  which  so  much  theology  and 
ecumenical  discussion  have  been  conducted.  Considerations  of  ecclesiol- 
ogy,  anthropology  and  the  status  and  functions  of  women  and  men  very 
quickly  involve  issues  of  power  and  authority,  of  deeply-rooted  roles  in 
society  and  the  church,  of  the  nature  and  function  of  the  family,  and  of 
personal  identity  at  the  deepest  level,  including  sexual  identity. 

Although  this  last  issue  was  not  on  the  agenda  at  Prague,  it  is  worth 
noting  that  it  has  always  been  a particularly  difficult  subject  for  the 
ecumenical  movement  — standing  as  it  does  at  the  intersection  of  vastly 
different  cultural,  social  and  religious  traditions  — to  tackle  openly  and 
constructively.  Along  with  positive  factors  church  history  includes,  as 
many  have  recently  pointed  out,  numerous  examples  of  a destructive  and 
distorted  approach  to  human  sexual  potential.86  At  present  there  seems  to 
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be  a theological  attempt  to  recover  a more  positive  understanding  of 
creation,  including  the  sexual  dimension  of  personality,  and  clearly  the 
churches  need  to  work  together  towards  greater  understanding  in  this 
area.  But  we  are  only  beginning  to  learn  how  to  talk  about  it  helpfully. 
Philip  Potter  had  noted  already  in  1974: 

Of  course,  it  is  also  true  that,  even  in  my  time  as  a student  and  student 
pastor,  we  hardly  every  discussed  “sex”  as  such.  It  was  almost  a taboo  subject. 
No  doubt  it  was  because  of  this  failure  to  come  to  terms  with  the  issues  of  sex 
that  we  men  easily  fell  into  the  patterns  of  sexist  discrimination  once  we  left 
university.87 

While  this  may  be  an  oversimplification,  it  does  point  to  important 
truths:  that  unclarified  attitudes  towards  sexuality  will  inevitably  influ- 
ence one’s  attitude  towards  issues  of  women  and  men  in  the  broadest 
sense,  and  often  negatively;  and  that  these  attitudes  may  work  uncon- 
sciously even  as  we  seek  to  be  “objective”  in  our  reflection  and  discus- 
sion. 

Beyond  unity-in-tension 

To  return  to  the  discussion  and  interaction  at  Prague:  besides  the  usual 
and  inevitable  differences  of  theological  position,  and  the  sensitive  nature 
of  the  subject  matter,  there  were  differences  over  deeply-held  values,  and 
of  expectations  about  the  role  of  scholarship  and  biblical  study  in 
ecumenical  discussion.  There  was  even  discussion  about  what  subjects 
were  discussable:  for  some  an  academic,  “objective”  presentation  of 
“positions”  was  the  only  suitable  approach,  while  others  considered  this 
impossible,  indeed  a violation  of  the  subject  matter  — which,  they  felt, 
inevitably  includes  a subjective  dimension.  Given  the  complexity,  sen- 
sitivity, and  fundamental  character  of  the  issues  which  surfaced,  and  the 
history  of  the  ecumenical  movement’s  efforts  in  this  area,  it  is  scarcely 
surprising  that  the  discussion  proved  difficult  at  times,  and  that  the 
meeting  will  be  remembered  rather  for  its  strong  presentation  of  basic 
positions  than  for  specific  suggestions  for  ways  to  move  forward.  But  if 
Prague  reflected  a “unity  in  tension”  there  were  yet  clues  from  our 
experience  there  for  the  content,  method,  and  “style”  of  Faith  and  Order 
work,  clues  that  may  help  us  to  move  forward,  to  find  a way  beyond 
unity-in-tension. 

In  the  area  of  content , as  we  have  seen,  three  theological  and 
ecclesiological  areas  were  identified,  along  with  fundamental  issues  and 
the  ecumenical  work  needed  in  each.  First  was  the  area  of  scripture  and 
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Tradition,  involving  the  relation  between  the  truth  of  scripture  and  its 
historical  formulation  in  first-century  categories;  the  relation  of  Tradition 
to  scripture  and  to  the  history  of  the  church;  and  the  criteria  for 
interpreting  both  scripture  and  Tradition  in  the  present  cultural  and 
religious  situation.  Here  further  work  is  needed  in  the  field  of  hermeneu- 
tics — applied  to  both  scripture  and  the  church  fathers  — and  the  question 
of  the  authority  of  both  scripture  and  Tradition. 

Second,  in  the  area  of  experience  the  questions  identified  were  the 
criteria  for  evaluating  present  experience;  how  this  experience  relates  to 
both  scripture  and  Tradition;  what  constitutes  the  proper  interpretation  of 
scripture,  and  what  in  the  teaching  and  history  of  the  church  is,  in  fact, 
Tradition;  and  how  this  is  determined,  and  by  whom.  Here  work  is 
needed  on  both  the  criteria  for  evaluating  experience  and  the  inter-relation 
of  this  experience  to  scripture  and  Tradition. 

Third,  with  respect  to  the  area  of  community  the  issues  are  the  nature 
and  elements  of  Christian  community;  the  criteria  for  determining  this, 
and  who  decides;  the  limits  of  diversity  within  Christian  community;  and 
the  relationship  of  particular  Christian  communities  to  the  larger  church. 
What  is  needed  here  is  work  on  the  elements  of  renewed  community,  and 
the  relation  of  these  to  both  the  biblical  witness  and  the  Tradition  of  the 
church,  including  the  many  diverse  forms  which  Christian  community  has 
taken  over  the  centuries. 

A fourth  issue  emerges  from  the  three  just  discussed.  It  is  striking  that 
all  of  them  include  the  question  of  authority,  whether  of  scripture  or  the 
Tradition  in  themselves,  or  the  prior  questions  of  who  decides  — and  who 
decides  who  decides  — about  the  proper  interpretation  of  scripture,  or 
what  elements  from  the  teaching  and  history  of  the  church  are,  in  fact. 
Tradition.  Issues  of  authority,  particularly  the  search  for  forms  of  nurtur- 
ing, empowering  authority  rather  than  authority  experienced  as  domina- 
tion and  control,  have  been  insistent  themes  throughout  the  Community 
Study  and  at  Prague.  Clearly  further  work  is  needed  in  this  area,  which 
touches  so  intimately  the  interior  lives  of  the  churches  and  the  existential 
realities  of  power  and  decision-making.88  Such  a study  should  help  to 
shape  the  proposed  Faith  and  Order  work  on  structures  of  common 
decision-making  among  the  churches. 

In  the  area  of  method  we  discovered  a fifth  point,  that  Faith  and  Order 
needs  to  reclaim  important  elements  of  its  own  “tradition”:  namely  the 
extensive  and  substantial  work  done  since  its  last  world  conference  at 
Montreal  (1963)  in  the  areas  of  scripture,  Tradition  and  traditions, 
hermeneutics  and  the  authority  of  scripture;  the  commitment  to  contextual 
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theology,  and  to  including  more  elements  of  the  experience  of  all  the 
people  of  God  in  our  work,  along  with  more  traditional  approaches;  and 
the  beginnings  of  a search  for  elements  of  new  and  renewed  community. 
At  times  we  operated  as  if  these  discussions  had  never  taken  place;  this 
impoverished  our  reflection  and  led  us  to  miss  chances  to  move  the 
ecumenical  discussion  ahead.  Here  we  cannot  afford  to  commit  the 
dreaded  “loss  of  ecumenical  memory”89. 

Another  set  of  learnings  at  Prague  relates  to  the  style  of  Faith  and  Order 
work.  As  a sixth  point  it  became  clear  that  we  must  learn  to  handle 
psychological  and  human  factors  with  something  like  the  care  and 
expertise  we  devote  to  technical  theological  discussion.  To  discern  the 
theological  and  ecclesiological  implications  of  our  experience  it  is  first 
necessary  to  learn  to  share  it,  to  share  both  good  and  bad  experiences,  and 
to  give  and  receive  experience,  as  stated  above,  in  “ways  that  uphold  and 
do  not  deny  the  other”.90  We  must  learn  to  be  realistic  about  the  human 
implications  and  the  cost  of  our  words  to  others. 

This  includes  becoming  much  more  sensitive  to  factors  of  process,  to 
the  patterns  of  interaction  within  groups,  to  personal  rhythms  and  to  the 
rhythm  of  the  meeting  itself.  This  suggests  as  a seventh  and  final  point 
that  most  ecumenical  meetings  — particularly  when  the  subject  matter 
has  a personal,  existential  dimension  — work  with  far  too  much  material 
and  allow  too  little  time  for  reflection  and  discussion.  We  must  learn  to 
take  sufficient  time  for  all  to  share,  for  participants  to  absorb  information 
and  new  points  of  view,  time  to  reflect,  time  for  speaking  and  listening  to 
one  another,  for  hearing  properly  what  is  said,  time  ultimately  to  worship 
and  pray  together. 

This  brings  us  back  to  the  quotation  with  which  we  began.  Words  can 
divide  or  unite,  hurt  or  heal.  Prague  was  a search  for  words,  for  language 
which  would  enable  us  to  move  forward  in  difficult,  complex  and 
sensitive  areas.  We  discovered  with  the  poet  T.  S.  Eliot  that  our  words  do 
“strain,/  crack  and  sometimes  break”,  that  they  may  “decay”  and  may  be 
“assailed”.  But  we  learned  equally  the  importance  of  a commitment  to 
one  another  and  to  the  wholeness  of  Christ’s  body,  the  church.  Through 
this  power  and  hope  we  sought  to  go  on  speaking,  to  continue  speaking 
through  and  beyond  our  differences  and  so,  ultimately,  to  move  beyond 
unity-in-tension  towards  a vision  of  more  complete  community,  where 
the  gospel  message  of  justice  and  reconciliation  would  be  more  fully 
realized  among  the  women  and  men  who  are  Christ’s  body. 
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2.  The  Community  Study  and  Beyond 


The  Continuing  Significance  of  the 
Community  of  Women  and  Men 
in  the  Church  Study: 
its  Mixed  Meanings  for  the  Churches 


CONSTANCE  F.  PARVEY 


Jane,  a doctoral  student  at  Temple  University  in  Philadelphia  where  I 
teach,  is  in  the  warm-up  room  near  the  swimming  pool.  She  is  doing 
stretch  exercises  in  her  swimming  suit,  preparing  for  a rigorous  swim.  A 
young  man  enters  dressed  in  a T-shirt  and  shorts,  wearing  sneakers.  He 
introduces  himself  as  an  instructor  and  proceeds  to  give  her  some  pointers 
about  stretching.  Taking  him  at  his  word,  she  follows  his  instructions.  He 
begins  to  touch  her  body,  first  on  the  arm,  the  leg,  then  parts  of  her  torso. 
When  he  instructs  her  to  lean  forward,  she  notices  that  he  is  standing 
close  behind  her.  He  touches  her  abdomen.  His  hand  sweeps  her  genitals. 
Suddenly  she  realizes  what  is  happening.  Without  a word  — because  she 
is  confused  and  afraid  to  confront  him  — she  straightens  her  body  and 
walks  out. 

Has  she  been  sexually  abused?  What  does  she  do  about  it?  If  she 
reports  it  to  the  campus  police,  what  has  the  man  done  that  could  amount 
to  a charge  against  him?  She  asks  herself:  “Why  was  I so  stupid?  Why  did 
I fall  in  line  and  obey  him?  Again,  it  was  a superior/subordinate 
relationship  and  I lost  my  sense  of  self  to  ‘authority’.”  She  felt  weakened, 
ashamed  and  enraged. 

I begin  with  this  story  because  it  is  women’s  experience.  When  Jane 
called  me,  the  first  thing  that  came  to  mind  were  similar  experiences  I had 
had.  Many  women  encounter  something  of  this  kind.  Sometimes  the 
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aggression  is  more  violent;  sometimes  it  is  careful  and  subtle,  as  was  this. 
Whether  or  not  any  particular  woman  has  had  such  experiences,  the  fact 
that  some  women  have  means  that  it  is  an  issue  for  all. 

As  it  turned  out,  the  man  was  a member  of  the  teaching  staff.  He  knew 
exactly  how  far  he  could  go.  When  she  left,  he  did  not  try  to  hold  her 
back.  What  was  he  thinking?  Would  he  try  it  again  on  another  woman? 

Physical  or  mental  violence  against  their  bodily  life  is  part  of 
women’s  reality.  Teachings  in  culture  and  religious  tradition  that  ask 
women  to  submit  to  men  — using  both  moral  and  theological  justifica- 
tions — lead  to  a false  consciousness  in  both  sexes.  Why  should  a PhD 
student  submit  to  a recreational  instructor  she  doesn’t  even  know,  hasn’t 
seen  before?  The  answer:  cultural  conditioning  of  women  to  please  men 
and  to  obey,  their  socialization  and  religious  upbringing  as  inferior, 
always  needing  to  be  taught.  Why  should  a male  instructor  — abusing 
the  privilege  of  his  male  role  and  his  university  status  — use  a woman 
student  as  an  object  to  play  out  his  sexual  fantasies?  The  answer: 
cultural  conditioning  and  socialization  to  conquest,  strength,  superiority; 
and  sometimes  a religious  upbringing  including  teachings  of  male 
domination,  buttressed  with  a patriarchal  ideology  of  man  as  sole 
provider,  protector/aggressor. 

Where  does  a woman  who  has  had  this  experience  go  to  get  help  in 
sorting  out  her  feelings  and  deciding  what  to  do?  In  trying  to  support  her  I 
discovered  that  she  cannot  go  to  the  university,  for  there  it  is  considered 
mainly  as  a legal  issue;  if  there  is  no  legal  case,  then  it’s  seen  as  just 
another  nuisance  complaint  of  a neurotic,  super-sensitive  woman.  She 
cannot  go  to  the  nearby  church  because,  on  the  basis  of  what  she  has 
heard  from  the  pulpit,  she  cannot  trust  that  the  pastor  would  understand 
her  concern  and  mental  anguish.  She  ends  up  finding  a group  called 
“Women  Organized  Against  Rape”.  These  are  the  people  she  can  be  sure 
will  accept  her,  listen  to  her,  share  their  stories  and  experiences  with  her, 
help  her  regain  self-esteem  and  self-confidence  so  that  she  can  decide 
what  she  is  going  to  do  about  this  encounter  and  how  she  might  protect 
other  women  against  similar  assaults. 

The  relevance  and  method  of  the  Community  Study 

How  does  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study 
relate  to  this?  What  was  discovered  in  the  Community  Study  process, 
based  on  the  many  responses  to  it,  was  the  enormous  need  in  the 
churches  for  women  ’ s stories  to  be  heard  as  the  basis  for  new  levels  of 
female! male  dialogue.  In  a religious  sense,  the  Study  was  seen  as  an 
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opportunity  to  speak  to  issues  of  ultimate  meaning  and  human  dignity  for 
women.  The  Study  tapped  a long  silence;  through  it  words  turned  into 
sentences  and  paragraphs  into  essays.  Today,  five  years  later,  reading  the 
reports  from  local  groups  is  still  moving,  fresh,  painful  and  full  of  hope. 
At  Sheffield  Philip  Potter  shared  his  thoughts  on  reading  the  local  reports. 
He  said: 

...  I felt  here  through  this  enormous  study  which  has  gone  on  in  so  many  parts 
of  the  world,  the  incredible  pain  and  agony  of  it  all  — and  with  it  the 
extraordinary  love  and  patient  endurance  and  perseverance  which  lie  behind  it. 

1 perceived  also  the  tremendous  insights  and  wisdom  — which  have  been 
lying  there  wasted  for  so  many  years  and  which  are  still  emerging,  thank  God, 
for  our  enrichment  — which  have  come  out  of  this  common  effort  largely  by 
women.  I have  been  aware,  reading  these  reports,  of  the  impotence  of  our 
male-dominated  churches  to  see,  hear,  feel,  decide  and  act.  And  incensed  with 
this  impotence,  I wait  for  the  potency  which  God’s  Spirit  can  bring  to  us.  For 
me,  this  study  is  a veritable  test  of  our  faith  and  of  the  ecumenical  movement 
which  is  concerned  about  the  unity  of  the  whole  people  of  God,  as  a sign  and 
sacrament  of  the  unity  of  all  the  peoples  of  the  world. 1 

That  the  Community  Study  method  answered  a need  in  the  churches 
to  approach  women/men  in  an  ordered  way  by  posing  open  questions, 
not  suggesting  answers , was  its  most  enduring  contribution.  The 
testimony  to  the  importance  of  the  method  can  be  seen  in  the  fact  that 
the  Study  continues  — in  some  cases  even  in  its  original  form  — in 
many  places  in  the  church.  After  the  WCC  Community  Study  desk  was 
closed  down,  the  Study  itself  continued,  primarily  on  the  initiative  of 
women,  and  appeared  in  revised  forms  in  Norway,  the  German 
Democratic  Republic,  Great  Britain  and  several  locations  in  Africa, 
Latin  America  and  Asia.  New  versions  were  tailored  to  specific  cultural/ 
church  situations. 

Towards  the  Community  Study 

The  Community  Study  helped  to  bring  issues  raised  in  the  women’s 
movement  into  the  churches  — issues  that  should  already  have  been 
raised  within  the  churches  themselves.  It  is  important  to  remember  that 
the  churches  had  not  been  challenged  by  the  questions  of  justice  and 
equality  for  women  being  raised  worldwide  in  the  context  of  the  UN 
Decade  for  Women.  When  I came  to  Geneva  to  direct  the  Community 
Study  programme  some  people  told  me  that  so-called  “feminist”  issues 
were  a North  American  problem  and  not  relevant  worldwide.  Three  years 
later,  no  one  was  saying  this. 
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In  fact  it  had  never  been  true.  Specific  issues  vary  from  culture  to 
culture  and  church  to  church,  but  the  basic  framework  of  a history  of 
injustice  and  exclusion  appears  worldwide  in  more-or-less  tolerable 
degrees.  One  needs  only  to  look  back  in  the  history  of  the  WCC  to  the 
first  attempt  to  do  a study  of  “men- women  relationships”.  Published  in 
1952,  it  was  co-authored  by  Sarah  Chakko  of  India  and  Kathleen  Bliss  of 
England.  In  speaking  about  the  equality  of  women  and  men  in  non- 
Westem  countries,  they  stated: 

In  Asia  and  Africa  nationalism  has  been  a factor  in  the  emancipation  of 
women.  It  has  been  felt  by  nationalist  movements  that  the  emancipation  of 
women  is  one  of  the  marks  of  a civilized  and  forward  looking  country.2 

So  already  twenty-five  years  before  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men 
in  the  Church  Study,  the  issue  of  changing  roles  of  women  and  men  and 
the  movement  for  women’s  equality  was  recognized  in  the  so-called 
“third  world”  as  well  as  in  Europe  and  North  America.  One  might  call 
the  Chakko/Bliss  study  of  1952  “phase  I”  of  the  present  Community 
Study,  although  I did  not  see  a copy  of  the  1952  study  until  near  the  end 
of  the  Community  Study  process  when  I ran  across  a copy  in  a sale  of 
second-hand  books.  Phase  II  then  would  be  the  study  booklet  that  came 
from  the  (West)  Berlin  Conference  on  Sexism  in  1974  and  the  Accra 
Faith  and  Order  meeting  of  the  same  year.  A major  force  behind  this 
second  effort  was  Brigalia  Bam,  a “third  world”  woman,  then  head  of 
the  WCC  Sub-Unit  on  Women,  along  with  Letty  Russell,  an  American 
member  of  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission.  The  booklet,  published  in 
Geneva  in  19753,  became  the  Nairobi  Fifth  Assembly  working  paper  out 
of  which  was  formed  the  recommendation  for  a special  WCC  pro- 
gramme on  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church.4 

This  brief  historical  sketch  should  help  us  reflect  on  the  significance  of 
the  Sheffield  International  Consultation  on  the  Community  of  Women 
and  Men  in  the  Church  in  1981 . To  begin  with,  it  was  the  first  time  in  the 
history  of  the  ecumenical  movement,  and  indeed  of  Christianity,  that  an 
international  conference  of  its  size  and  breadth  was  held  in  order  to  focus 
on  the  specific  issue  of  the  quality  of  community  life  between  women  and 
men  in  the  church.  There  were  240  participants  from  almost  a hundred 
member  churches  and  about  fifty  countries.  Though  for  the  “secular” 
world  the  Sheffield  conference  may  have  seemed  “behind  the  times”,  for 
the  churches  — as  seen  in  the  debate  about  the  Sheffield  recommenda- 
tions at  the  Dresden  WCC  Central  Committee  Meeting,  1981  — it  proved 
to  be  too  far  ahead. 
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Some  issues  from  Sheffield 

Sheffield  is  remembered  for  its  vigorous  and  heated  debate  and  its 
uncompromising  positions.  Out  of  its  deep  conflicts  came  many  impulses 
for  renewal.  Among  these  are  that: 

a)  If  equality  means  50/50  partnership,  then  responsibility  on  com- 
mittees and  commissions  of  the  WCC  should  be  shared.  This  was  not  an 
attempt  to  set  quotas  — the  legal  mind  at  work  — but  to  be  just  and  fair, 
the  goal  of  the  ethical/moral  spirit.  When  this  recommendation  was 
presented  before  the  Dresden  Central  Committee,  it  became  completely 
distorted.  A moral/ethical  appeal  exploded  into  a legal  and  theological 
battle  over  the  term  “equality”.  What  was  learned  in  that  exchange  is  that 
there  is  no  theological  tradition  for  the  word  “equality”,  and  certainly  no 
consensus  about  its  meaning  and  use. 

b)  Sexuality  is  not  opposed  to  spirituality.  Here  the  issue  of  Sheffield 
was  wholeness,  the  anthropological  question  of  the  unity  of  the  body, 
divine  and  human,  over  against  the  neo-Platonism  of  much  Christian 
tradition  since  the  fourth  century.  Within  the  eschatological  framework  of 
the  early  church,  Sheffield  gave  witness  to  a Christian  bodily  existence 
that  here  and  now  is  in  an  inescapable  tension  between  the  old  and  new 
aeon. 

One  consequence  of  a theology  based  on  a spirit/body  dualism  is  that 
woman  are  projected  as  belonging  to  the  bottom  half  of  the  dualism: 
spirit/body,  reason/emotion,  culture/nature,  superior/inferior.  Men  and 
God  are  given  the  top  attributes,  and  women  the  bottom  ones.  I do  not 
need  to  elaborate  the  psychological,  social  and  theological  consequences 
of  this  false  anthropology. 

c)  A pastoral  and  supportive  position  was  taken  towards  all  women 
who  struggle  either  to  be  ordained  in  churches  that  do  not  ordain  them,  or 
to  be  placed  in  positions  of  ministry,  lay  and  ordained,  where  this  is 
theoretically  possible.  Though  the  Sheffield  conference  recognized  that 
some  churches  do  not  ordain  women,  it  refused  not  to  recognize  the 
women  within  those  churches  for  whom  ordination  is  a call  and  a part  of 
their  Christian  hope,  whether  ecclesiastically  recognized  or  not.  The 
affirmation  was  that  of  the  wider  Christian  family;  the  church  is  larger 
than  any  institution  claiming  its  name. 

d)  Race,  sex  and  class  form  a “web  of  oppression”.  Sheffield  moved 
the  WCC  forward  at  this  point.  Previously,  issues  of  race  and  class  were 
seen  as  part  of  political/economic  justice  but  the  category  of  gender  was 
not  seriously  integrated.  Instead  it  was  left  to  the  work  of  the  Sub-Unit  on 
Women  as  a separate  task.  Sheffield  refused  to  see  sexism  as  a single 
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issue  but  recognized  it,  along  with  race  and  class  injustices,  as  belonging 
to  a patriarchal  and  hierarchical  structure  of  authority,  dominated  by 
privileged  men  from  rich  Western  countries.  What  was  lifted  up  as  a 
problem  was  not  simply  one  of  attitudes  — the  personal  level  — but  of 
institutional  arrangements  in  which  power  functions  to  keep  women, 
people  of  colour  and  poor  people  in  vulnerable  dependent,  subordinate 
situations,  separated  from  each  other  and  struggling  against  each  other  for 
the  same  marginal  attention.  The  “web  of  oppression”  also  signalled  that 
the  values  of  white  middle-class  women  and  men  could  not  be  a priority 
for  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church. 

e)  Issues  of  family  life  recognized  not  only  changing  male/female  roles 
in  the  family,  due  to  adaptation  of  the  family  to  post-technological 
culture,  but  also  that  transition  in  the  family  meant  the  seeking  of  new 
familial  relationships  and  ways  of  covenanting  and  being  in  communities 
of  responsibility.  Recognizing  that  in  many  areas  and  social  classes  the 
family  is  not  just  in  transition  but  being  transformed,  it  acknowledged  and 
supported  the  fostering  of  relationships  of  faithfulness  between  people 
across  gender  and  generation  lines.  This  works  itself  out  differently  where 
circumstances  vary.  For  example,  where  the  majority  of  the  population  is 
under  15  years  of  age  it  means  fostering  a wider  network  of  family  life  for 
the  larger  numbers  of  children.  Where  a large  minority  — perhaps  a third 
of  the  population  — is  over  60  it  means  exploring  new  ways  of  their 
living  well  and  being  connected  within  a larger  community.  Or  in  parts  of 
the  world  where  divorced  and  separated  persons  far  outnumber  widows/ 
widowers,  it  means  giving  more  attention  to  single-parent  family  house- 
holds, many  at  poverty  levels. 

Issues  of  family  violence  and  sexual  assault  were  not  “up  front”  at 
Sheffield.  However,  the  related  issue  of  traffic  in  prostitution  emerged 
unexpectedly.  The  two  places  where  the  issues  of  sexuality  were  openly 
pursued  in  the  Community  Study  were  at  the  Niederalteich  consultation 
on  theological  anthropology  and  at  the  African  regional  meeting  in 
Ibadan.  They  were  raised  as  well  at  the  European  consultation  at  Bad 
Segeberg,  but  they  were  such  a source  of  deep  unresolved  conflict  that 
little  forward  vision  was  given.  As  we  have  seen  already  under  point  (b), 
issues  of  sexuality  are  part  of  the  socialized  conspiracy  of  silence  in  the 
churches.  It  is  the  women’s  movement  — worldwide  — that  is  helping  us 
in  the  churches  face  the  reality  of  domestic  violence,  its  religious 
rationalizations,  and  its  impact  on  women,  children  and  men. 

There  is  the  further  question  of  the  primary  role  of  the  family  itself;  in 
Christian  language,  we  often  call  it  “the  little  church”.  Among  other 
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questions,  how  do  the  patriarchal  concepts,  images,  symbols  and  rituals 
of  the  churches  reinforce  male  dominance  in  the  home,  and  when  the 
model  of  dominance  fails  (e.g.  the  man  is  not  the  chief  breadwinner), 
what  are  the  consequences  for  all  persons  involved?  It  is  important  to 
remember  here  that  the  Sheffield  conference  did  not  have  a eucharistic 
service,  because  no  matter  what  would  have  been  done  it  would  have 
offended  someone.  The  planning  committee  chose  instead  an  agape 
ritual,  with  a partaking  in  honey  — as  in  early  Christian  ritual  — in  order 
that  symbolically  everyone  could  be  included,  everyone  could  participate, 
all  gifts  could  be  welcomed.  It  was  a familial  sharing,  giving  thanksgiv- 
ing and  praise,  asking  forgiveness  and  renewal  in  a community  of  equals, 
women  with  women,  women  with  men. 

f)  Scripture  and  Tradition  do  not  only  belong  to  the  past  but  to  the 
present  and  the  future.  In  fact,  in  so  far  as  they  would  be  engraved  in 
stone,  part  of  “playing  yesterday”,  they  could  not  be  considered  as  giving 
witness  to  the  dynamic  activity  of  God.  For  Tradition,  like  scripture,  is 
“derived  from  the  activity  of  God  in  Christ  through  the  Holy  Spirit”  and 
without  the  aid  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  God’s  revelation  becomes  identified 
with  custom,  tradition  and  history.  As  a consequence,  woman/man 
relationships  are  frozen  in  their  past  forms;  there  is  no  risk-taking  for  the 
radical  vision  of  God’s  revelation  heard  and  given  meaning  in  the  present, 
in  the  midst  of  our  diversities  and  through  those  called  to  represent  its 
apostolic  ministries. 

At  many  points  the  relationships  of  scripture  to  culture  and  tradition  to 
culture  were  raised  — pushing  the  boundaries  of  the  Faith  and  Order 
Study  on  the  authority  and  interpretation  of  scripture  within  the  ecumeni- 
cal movement.5  See  also  my  own  work  on  the  effects  of  culture  and  the 
interpretation  of  scripture.6 

Yet  far  beyond  any  single  impulse  forward  begun  at  Sheffield  (and  they 
are  not  exhausted  by  these  few  comments),  it  was  the  overwhelming 
experience  of  240  women  and  men  working  together  night  and  day, 
finding  ways  through  profound  and  deep  conflicts,  that  made  the 
Sheffield  conference  itself  a foretaste  of  a new  ecclesial  reality.  No  one 
who  was  present  there  can  now  be  satisfied  with  a church  that  continues 
the  exclusion  of  women  at  many  levels  and  male  dominance  in  images, 
rituals  and  symbols,  as  well  as  teachings.  This  “ecclesial  reality”  was 
characterized  by  a community  of  equals.  In  this  setting  it  is  surprising  that 
conflict  between  women  and  men  was  not  the  central  dynamic.  Rather, 
what  surfaced  as  much  more  formidable  divisions  were  the  political  and 
economic  issues  that  divide  the  world  today.  This  was  the  essence  of  the 
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third-world  statement  and  the  European  response.7  In  1981  as  now,  the 
over-riding  issues  were  those  of  justice  and  peace.  Underneath  these 
issues  are  those  of  militarism  and  control  of  the  world’s  resources.  In  both 
of  these  focii  of  mega- world  power  women  have  hardly  any  voice  at  all, 
except  as  victims;  and  most  men  are  socialized  to  fall  into  line. 

What  united  Sheffield  was  its  struggle  to  name  specific  injustices, 
exclusions,  points  of  violence  and  silence  in  both  theology  and  cultural 
life.  Through  struggling  to  name  what  is  of  evil  and  of  sin,  it  could 
emerge  to  acknowledge  a common  vision.  Sheffield  will  be  remembered 
as  the  largest,  most  representative  gathering  held  in  the  history  of  the 
Christian  church  for  the  purpose  of  making  a constructive  critique  of  its 
own  gender-,  class-  and  race-linked  power  structures.  And  it  should  be 
remembered  for  the  new  stepping  stones  it  created  and  the  hope  to  which 
it  gave  voice  as  stated  in  its  powerful  “Letter  to  the  Churches”: 

Brothers,  can  you  not  hear  the  “sighs  too  deep  for  words”  of  women  who 
suffer  war,  violence,  poverty,  exploitation  and  disparagement  in  a world  so 
largely  controlled  by  men?  Sisters,  can  you  not  see  how  the  lives  of  men  have 
been  trapped  by  the  effects  of  their  having  their  power  and  a supposed 
superiority? 

We  speak  as  those  who  have  been  seeking  to  listen  anew  to  scripture  and  to 
live  the  Tradition  of  the  Church  in  its  many  forms.  Thus  we  have  heard  a word 
of  God  for  today  about  a vision  for  our  human  life,  a renewed  community  of 
women  and  men.8 

The  impact  of  the  Community  Study 

Having  set  forth  these  few  aspects  of  the  Community  Study  and  the 
Sheffield  conference  we  now  ask,  what  meanings  has  this  had  for  the 
churches?  From  my  perspective  it  appears  to  be  mainly  ecumenical 
groups,  and  not  churches,  that  have  picked  up  and  followed  up  the 
Community  Study.  It  would  be  important  to  know,  in  a systematic  way, 
what  has  really  happened.  For  example,  where  have  male  theologians 
(and  in  particular  Faith  and  Order  constituents  and  members)  used  the 
Study  as  part  of  courses  in  ecclesiology,  or  in  sacramental  theology  where 
baptism,  eucharist  and  ministry  are  taught?  What  communions  are  they 
from?  On  the  Lutheran  seminary  faculty  where  I also  teach  no  one  seems 
to  have  heard  of  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study, 
or  if  they  have  heard  the  name  they  have  no  idea  of  its  possible  relevance 
for  what  they  are  doing.  But  “Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry”  is  widely 
known  and  discussed,  and  even  materials  from  the  Accra  “Account  of 
Hope”  study  are  still  used  (1974),  although  the  Community  Study, 
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drafted  as  part  of  that  earlier  work,  remains  unknown.  With  the  exception 
of  places  where  there  are  ecumenically  informed  women  theologians 
teaching  in  seminaries,  there  appears  to  be  little  use  of  or  knowledge  of 
the  Community  Study.  With  the  exception  of  a few  women  and  men  who 
have  continued  the  discussion,  it  has  been  silenced  — not  forceably 
silenced  by  any  one  person,  but  simply  ignored  by  those  who  set  priorities 
in  the  churches’  theology  and  seminary  education. 

What  is  needed  is  a committed  effort  to  keep  the  issues  before  the 
churches  so  that  studies  such  as  BEM  can  be  seen  in  a broader  ecclesial 
context.  In  church  bodies  — with  the  exception  of  Francine  Cardman’s 
critique  of  BEM  in  light  of  the  Community  Study9  and  my  own  recent 
survey  article10  — I know  of  no  published  work  that  attempts  to  bring 
these  areas  together. 

In  the  Faith  and  Order  volume  of  essays  on  BEM  none  of  the  articles 
deal  with  the  insights  gained  from  the  Community  Study.11 

Similarly,  the  Community  Study  has  not  been  integral  to  the  work  on 
the  unity  of  the  church  and  the  renewal  of  human  community.  The 
separate  issues  in  this  area  suffer  from  lack  of  dialogue  with  each  other, 
and  attempts  are  needed  to  see  a coherent  whole  rather  than  just  maintain- 
ing the  separate  parts. 

The  basic  problem  is  not  that  WCC  or  Faith  and  Order  work  does  not 
get  to  the  churches  but  that,  in  the  case  of  the  Community  Study,  the 
leadership  itself  was  not  committed  to  giving  the  Study  support  at  local 
levels.  Church  leaders  on  judicatory  levels  have  not  heard  of  it.  Many 
seminaries  do  not  use  it.  Some  church  women’s  organizations  have  used 
it,  but  it  was  not  written  in  a style  for  those  groups  but  was  intended  more 
as  a learning  instrument  for  training  women  and  men  in  the  church  who 
were  entering  parish  and  church  leadership  roles.  The  publications  of  the 
Sheffield  report  in  German  may  have  travelled  another  route.  It  is 
important  to  know  more  about  that.  Part  of  future  work  should  include  a 
research  component  on  the  Sheffield  follow-up. 

In  every  way  the  Community  Study  is  a study  in  tension.  Its  success 
in  raising  and  probing  issues  to  the  point  of  open  debate  is  also  the 
source  of  its  failure  to  be  promoted.  Perhaps  its  failure  will  be  the  basis 
for  its  rebirth?  In  a new  form,  it  will  have  to  have  a less  idealistic  and  a 
more  challenging  title.  “The  community  of  women  and  men  in  the 
church”  appears  to  be  a non-issue  in  contrast  to  “women  in  the  church”, 
which  suggests  more  forthrightly  what  the  problem  is  about  when 
women  enter  this  sacred  space  of  concepts  and  images  shaped  and 
dominated  by  men. 
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To  underline  the  seriousness  of  the  mixed  meanings  for  the  churches  of 
the  issues  raised  by  the  Community  Study,  I will  close  with  a quote  from 
Bishop  James  Malone,  President  of  the  National  Conference  of  Catholic 
Bishops,  USA.  In  the  New  York  Times  for  16  September  1985  he  is 
quoted  as  saying: 

Cultural  factors  originating  outside  the  Church  and  the  Council  account  for 
many  recent  problems  in  Catholic  life  in  the  United  States,  as  in  many  other 
countries.  Among  these  factors  are  exaggerated  individualism,  the  culturally 
conditioned  disinclination  of  many  persons  to  make  permanent  commitment, 
the  breakdown  of  marriage  and  family  life,  the  sexual  revolution,  and 
exaggerated  secular  feminism. 

Rather  than  the  church  claiming  some  responsibility  for  these  “factors”,  it 
is  placing  the  blame  outside  itself.  It  will  be  hard  to  unscramble  “mixed 
meanings”  if  such  attitudes  prevail. 
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The  Continuing  Significance 
of  the  Community  Study: 
Sheffield  and  Beyond 

JANET  CRAWFORD 


The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study  existed  as  a 
distinct  World  Council  of  Churches  programme  for  only  four  years,  from 
1978  to  the  end  of  1981.  It  is  now  part  of  our  ecumenical  history  and  the 
final  conference  at  Sheffield  has  became  another  of  those  signposts  which 
mark  the  churches’  pilgrimage  towards  unity.  My  purpose  today  is  to 
discuss  the  continuing  importance  of  the  Community  Study  but  I intend  to 
begin  with  a brief  account  of  how  the  programme  came  into  being,  for  its 
history  is  significant  also. 

The  genesis  of  the  Community  Study 

A major  impulse  towards  the  formation  of  the  Community  Study 
programme  came  from  the  Berlin  conference  on  sexism  in  the  1970s 
organized  by  the  WCC  in  1974.  At  this  meeting  women  defined  sexism  as 
“any  kind  of  subordination  or  devaluation  of  a person  or  a group  solely  on 
the  ground  of  sex”,1  declared  sexism  to  be  a sin,  and  pointed  to  the 
presence  of  this  sin  in  the  churches  as  well  as  in  society.  The  following 
year  participants  at  the  1975  Nairobi  Assembly  of  the  WCC  recognized 
that  “the  church’s  unity  includes  women  and  men  in  a true  mutuality... 
The  unity  of  the  church  requires  that  women  be  free  to  live  out  the  gifts 
which  God  has  given  to  them  and  to  respond  to  their  calling  to  share  fully 
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in  the  life  and  witness  of  the  church.”2  They  recommended  the  Commu- 
nity of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study  as  a major  focus  for  study 
and  theological  reflection  by  the  member  churches.3  Thus  the  impulse  for 
the  Community  Study  came  from  Berlin  and  the  mandate  from  Nairobi. 

Yet  it  is  important  to  realize  that  the  concerns  of  the  Study  had  been 
part  of  the  ecumenical  agenda  for  many  years.  As  long  ago  as  1927,  at  the 
first  (Lausanne)  meeting  of  Faith  and  Order,  the  few  women  present 
asserted  that  “the  right  place  of  women  in  the  church  is  a question  of 
grave  moment  and  should  be  in  the  hearts  and  minds  of  all”.4  Some 
twenty  years  later,  at  the  first  Assembly  of  the  World  Council  of 
Churches  in  Amsterdam,  delegates  affirmed  that  “the  Church  as  the  Body 
of  Christ  consists  of  men  and  women,  created,  as  responsible  persons,  to 
glorify  God  and  to  do  His  will”,  and  acknowledged  that,  “this  truth, 
accepted  in  theory,  is  too  often  ignored  in  practice”.5  During  the  years 
since  1948  the  WCC  sought  to  overcome  this  division  between  theory  and 
practice,  particularly  through  the  work  of  its  Women’s  Department. 
However  the  Berlin  conference  in  1974  made  it  clear  that  after  almost 
thirty  years  the  division  between  theory  and  practice  still  existed,  the 
conference  report  stating  that  the  churches  with  their  theological  and 
ecclesiastical  oppression  have  turned  women  into  “second-rate  Chris- 
tians”. 

The  Community  Study  was  stimulated  by,  and  drew  inspiration  from, 
the  worldwide  movement  which  flourished  in  the  70s  as  women  struggled 
against  oppression,  discrimination,  and  sexism,  and  for  rights,  respon- 
sibilities, equality  and  full  participation  in  society  and  in  the  churches. 
The  Community  Study  was  influenced  by  this  struggle  for  justice  for 
women  and  in  turn  contributed  to  this  struggle. 

However  the  fundamental  purpose  of  the  study  was  not  to  provide  a 
feminist  critique  of  Christianity  or  a programme  against  sexism  in  the 
church.  Its  fundamental  purpose  was  rather  to  explore  issues  of  commu- 
nity, in  the  belief  that  the  church’s  unity  must  include  both  women  and 
men  in  true  mutuality.  For  this  reason,  although  the  programme  was 
jointly  sponsored  by  the  Commission  on  Faith  and  Order  and  the  Sub-unit 
on  Women  in  Church  and  Society,  it  was  lodged  in  Faith  and  Order.  The 
essential  nature  of  the  study  was  ecclesiological;  its  central  focus  was  not 
on  “ women’s  issues”  but  on  inclusive  community  — in  the  church  — of 
women  and  men.  As  such  an  ecclesiological  study  the  Community  Study 
was,  in  the  words  of  Philip  Potter,  “a  veritable  test  of  our  faith  and  of  the 
ecumenical  movement,  a movement  which  is  concerned  about  the  unity 
of  the  whole  people  of  God”.6 
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The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study  is  now 
widely  recognized  as  having  involved  more  people  and  generated  more 
interest  than  perhaps  any  other  WCC  study.  It  has  now  been  several  years 
since  the  Sheffield  conference  (July  1981)  which  was  the  culminating 
point  of  the  programme.  Since  then  the  Community  Study  has  received 
major  attention  at  the  Vancouver  Assembly  (1983)7  and  at  the  Faith  and 
Order  Plenary  Commission  meetings  at  Lima  (1982) 8 and  Stavanger 
(1985). 9 Thus  it  is  an  appropriate  time  to  evaluate  the  continuing 
significance  of  the  study,  to  look  at  what  has  happened  in  the  post- 
Sheffield  era,  and  to  make  some  suggestions  for  the  future  — which  will 
now  be  the  “post-Prague”  period!  I do  this  from  the  perspective  of  a 
Community  Study  participant,  for  I was  first  a member  of  a local  study 
group,  then  a consultant  to  the  programme  and  a staff  person  at  Sheffield, 
and  my  involvement  with  the  Study  has  continued  in  various  ways  since 
then. 

The  methodology  of  the  Community  Study 

I will  begin  my  reflections  on  the  continuing  significance  of  the  Commu- 
nity Study  by  commenting  on  its  methodology.  The  Community  Study 
was,  and  is,  significant  because  it  developed  a new  kind  of  study  process, 
one  which  took  experience  as  its  major  starting  point.  WCC  studies  have 
traditionally  been  done  from  “above”  by  bringing  together  experts  in  a 
certain  field  to  seek  a consensus  which  can  then  be  presented  to  the  chur- 
ches for  their  discussion  and  response.  The  Community  Study  deliberately 
started  from  “below”  by  inviting  women  and  men,  “non-experts”,  to  form 
local  study  groups  in  which  to  talk  about  and  reflect  upon  their  experience. 
The  Study  also  used  the  traditional  model  of  holding  specialized  consulta- 
tions on  specific  topics  (the  ordination  of  women,  Klingenthal  1979; 10 
theological  anthropology,  Niederaltaich  1980; 11  the  authority  of  scripture, 
Amsterdam  1980 12)  and  a number  of  regional  conferences  also  took  place. 
But  the  major  impetus,  input  and  interest  came  from  the  local  groups,  150 
of  which  sent  reports  to  Geneva. 13  It  is  estimated  that  over  2,000  people 
were  represented  in  these  responses  and  in  addition  many  others  were 
involved  in  groups  which  participated  in  the  Study  but  did  not,  for  various 
reasons,  send  reports  to  the  WCC.  This  unprecedented  response  shows  the 
success  of  the  theological  methodology  of  the  study,  which  involved  the 
continuous  interplay  between  experience  and  Christian  tradition,  Christian 
tradition  and  experience. 

The  methodology  of  the  Community  Study  was  not  perfect  and  the 
response  was  not  as  comprehensive  as  it  could  have  been!  Although 
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reports  did  come  from  all  over  the  world,  the  greatest  number  came  from 
the  North  Atlantic  region,  and  third- world  countries  were  generally 
under-represented.  Although  the  Study  was  designed  for  the  whole 
church  community  — women  and  men  — women  participants  outnum- 
bered men  by  about  two  to  one.  Although  Orthodox  and  Roman  Catholic 
groups  took  part,  the  greatest  participation  came  from  the  large  Protestant 
denominations.  However  the  process  of  the  Community  Study  was  itself  a 
learning  process.  The  experience  of  the  study  itself  contributed  new 
understandings  about  methodology,  new  insights  into  how  to  plan  and 
organize  such  a study,  how  to  avoid  some  of  the  difficulties,  how  to 
increase  participation  and  how  to  communicate  more  effectively  with  the 
churches.  In  thus  initiating  and  learning  from  a new  methodology  the 
Community  Study  made  a significant  contribution  to  the  ongoing  work  of 
the  WCC. 

Developments  since  Sheffield 

What  has  happened  since  Sheffield?  What  influence  has  the  Commu- 
nity Study  had  on  the  WCC  and  its  member  churches?  How  have  its 
impulses  towards  unity  and  renewal  been  frustrated  or  fulfilled?  Detailed 
answers  to  these  questions  would  require  much  time  and  diligent 
research.  Here  I can  only  outline  briefly  the  most  significant  results  of  the 
Community  Study  since  Sheffield. 

Vancouver  and  the  WCC 

The  Community  Study  undoubtedly  influenced  the  Sixth  Assembly  of 
the  World  Council  of  Churches  in  a number  of  ways.  The  Assembly  was 
notable  for,  amongst  other  things,  the  increased  participation  of  women 
— from  22  percent  of  the  delegates  at  Nairobi  in  1975  to  30.4  percent  at 
Vancouver  in  1983.  This  increased  participation  can  be  largely  attributed 
to  the  influence  of  the  Community  Study  and  to  the  determined  efforts  of 
the  Sub-unit  on  Women  to  fulfill  its  recommendations  on  participation. 

The  Community  Study  concepts  of  partnership  and  inclusive  commu- 
nity were  highlighted  in  many  of  the  Assembly  issue  groups,  discussions 
and  reports.  Great  applause  greeted  the  general  secretary  when  in  his 
report  he  stated:  “More  insistently  we  have  painfully  tried  to  come  to 
terms  with  the  fact  that  the  house  of  living  stones  is  a community  of 
women  and  men  fulfilling  a common  ministry  of  witness  and  service  to 
the  world.”14  However  his  remarks  on  “hierarchical  and  institutional 
exclusiveness”  and  the  disparity  and  concentration  of  power  in  the  life  of 
the  churches15  (remarks  directly  related  to  issues  raised  by  the  Commu- 
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nity  Study)  drew  a defensive  response  from  many  delegates,  and  focused 
the  tension  at  the  Assembly  between  commitment  to  the  representation  of 
the  whole  people  of  God  and  the  established  power  structures  in  the 
churches. 

One  commentator  has  carefully  analyzed  this  tension  at  Vancouver 
with  particular  reference  to  the  nominations  and  elections  for  the  Central 
Committee,  and  has  concluded  that  “at  Vancouver,  in  the  nomination 
process,  the  power  of  the  churches  emerged  more  strongly  than  the  power 
of  women  and  youth.  The  power  of  constituted  leadership  in  the  churches 
exerted  power  at  the  expense  of  newly  emerging  groups.  The  ideals  of 
people’s  participation  and  more  inclusive  representation  suffered.”16  Thus 
although  some  progress  was  undoubtedly  made,  participation  continued 
to  be  a difficult  and  painful  issue  at  Vancouver. 

However,  the  principle  of  full  participation  was  affirmed  as  a 
priority  for  the  WCC  in  the  report  of  the  Programme  Guidelines 
Committee.  This  report  is  one  of  the  most  important  products  of  the 
Assembly,  for  in  it  are  formulated  guidelines  for  the  future  work  of  the 
WCC,  based  on  proposals  emerging  from  the  Assembly.  The  Commu- 
nity Study  made  a significant  contribution  to  these  guidelines.  For 
example,  the  report  names  as  one  of  eight  priorities  the  need  to 
integrate  the  concerns  and  perspectives  of  women  into  the  work  of  all 
WCC  Units  and  Sub-units  and  stated  that  the  insights  of  the  Commu- 
nity Study  should  be  translated  and  appropriated  by  all  WCC  program- 
mes, with  specific  reference  to  the  establishment  of  a systematic  and 
contextual  study  on  sexism,  using  the  Community  Study  methodol- 
ogy. 17  The  section  on  the  priority  of  ecumenical  learning  also  affirmed 
the  use  of  this  methodology  “in  order  that  the  needs,  perspectives  and 
contributions  of  Christians  at  the  local  level  be  kept  at  the  forefront  of 
the  educational  processes”. 18 

The  Programme  Guidelines  Committee  named  unity  as  the  first  priority 
area  and  noted  the  development  of  an  important  new  dynamic  calling  for 
“more  exchange  of  experiences  and  for  a more  inclusive  approach”.19 
This  was  in  reponse  to  the  report  from  the  issue  group  on  “Taking  Steps 
Towards  Unity”  which  stated:  “Through  the  study  on  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  in  the  Church,  many  have  discovered  that  life  in  unity 
must  carry  with  it  the  overcoming  of  division  between  the  sexes  and  have 
begun  to  envision  what  profound  changes  must  take  place  in  the  church 
and  the  world.”20  This  issue  group  also  called  for  the  insights  of  the 
Community  Study  to  be  deepened  and  built  upon  in  Faith  and  Order’s 
work  on  unity  and  renewal.21 
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The  implementation  of  the  Vancouver  priorities  in  specific  program- 
mes and  policies  of  the  WCC  will  take  time  and  cannot  yet  be  evaluated. 
But  it  is  clear  that  the  Community  Study  has  made,  and  will  continue  to 
make,  a lasting  and  significant  contribution  to  the  whole  work  of  the 
WCC.  Already  results  are  obvious  in  the  increased  participation  of 
women,  commitment  to  contextual  methodology,  and  heightened  aware- 
ness of  sexism.  Above  all,  the  WCC  has  recognized  and  acknowledged 
that  the  unity  of  the  church,  which  is  its  aim  and  purpose,  requires  an 
inclusive  community  of  women  and  men. 

Faith  and  Order 

No  one  can  doubt  that  the  Community  Study  has  made  a significant 
contribution  to  the  work  of  Faith  and  Order,  for  our  very  presence  at  this 
meeting  in  Prague  is  proof  of  that!  The  Commission  has  chosen  “move- 
ments towards  or  away  from  fuller  community  of  women  and  men”  as  one 
of  the  two  foci  for  its  study  on  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal 
of  Human  Community”,22  a study  which  has  itself  been  affirmed  as  “of 
strategic  significance  for  the  orientation  of  the  whole  work  of  the  WCC” 
(WCC  Executive  Committee,  February  1984). 23  This  is  a study  of  the 
church  in  its  need  to  overcome  human  sinfulness  and  division  among  its 
members,  and  of  places  in  the  world  where  creative  renewal  has  happened 
and  challenges  the  church.  The  Community  Study  has  already  contributed 
much  to  unity  and  renewal;  this  consultation  will  contribute  more, 
especially  perhaps  towards  the  understanding  of  the  church  as  “mystery 
and  prophetic  sign”.  It  is  also  planned  to  develop  the  ecclesiological 
insights  of  the  Community  Study  by  broadening  the  process  through  the 
creation  of  a new  study  guide  and  the  involvement  of  more  local  groups, 
particularly  in  third- world  areas.  First  steps  have  been  taken  in  this 
direction  and  it  is  hoped  that  process  will  be  underway  soon.24  The  results 
will  undoubtedly  contribute  significantly  to  the  report  on  Unity  and 
Renewal  which  will  form  a major  part  of  the  agenda  at  the  next  world 
conference  on  Faith  and  Order. 

WCC  member  churches 

The  contribution  of  the  Community  Study  to  the  life  of  the  member 
churches  is  less  easy  to  judge,  for  there  was  no  provision  for  any  follow- 
up of  the  Study  once  the  programme  ended  in  1981 . Consequently  there  is 
little  information  on  which  to  base  an  evaluation.  We  do  know  that  the 
CWMC  study  guide  continues  to  be  used,  that  the  Sheffield  report  and 
other  publications  from  the  Study  are  widely  read,  and  that  some  churches 


50  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


and  councils  of  churches  have  made  serious  efforts  to  grapple  with  issues 
raised  by  the  Study  and  to  put  some  of  its  recommendations  into  practice. 
I think  we  may  claim  with  some  confidence  that  the  Community  Study 
has  been  a significant  factor  contributing  to  specific  changes  in  a number 
of  aspects  of  church  life,  at  least  in  some  churches,  e.g.  increased 
participation  of  women;  policies  on  inclusive  language;  developments  in 
theological  education;  debate  on  the  ordination  of  women;  development 
of  women’s  ministries.  In  some  situations  there  has  also  been,  of  course, 
a growing  opposition  to  change.  In  general  the  Community  Study  has 
contributed  to  a heightened  awareness  of  sexism,  to  a greater  commitment 
to  partnership  between  women  and  men,  and  to  a widening  of  the 
classical  debate  on  church  unity  to  include  issues  of  community. 

The  ecclesiological  implications  of  the  Community  Study 

We  meet  in  Prague  as  part  of  the  Faith  and  Order  Study  on  “The 
Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  Human  Community”,  and  in 
this  context  the  ecclesiological  implications  of  the  Community  Study 
are  particularly  important.  Through  its  methodology  the  Community 
Study  gave  a voice  to  those  who  in  the  past  were  voiceless,  or  whose 
voices  had  not  been  heard;  it  involved  new  participants  in  the  quest  for 
unity. 

Through  the  articulated  experience  of  these  new  participants,  the 
Community  Study  has  made  a significant  contribution  to  our  understand- 
ing of  ecclesiology,  by  telling  us  what  sort  of  community  women  and  men 
actually  experience  in  the  churches  and  by  giving  us  a vision  of  the 
renewed  community  for  which  they  long.  I would  suggest  that  the 
following  aspects  of  the  Community  Study  are  important  for  their 
ecclesiological  implications: 

1.  The  Community  Study  drew  attention  to  the  diversity  of  cultural  and 
ecclesial  contexts  in  which  women  and  men  live.  Participants  in  the 
Community  Study  came  from  first-,  second-  and  third- world  countries, 
from  developed  technological  societies  and  from  developing  societies, 
from  capitalist  and  socialist  nations.  And  the  ecclesial  diversity  was  as 
great  as  the  cultural  diversity.  Reports  came  from  Protestant,  Roman 
Catholic  and  Orthodox  Christians,  from  state  churches,  mission  churches 
and  minority  churches,  from  congregational,  independent  and  hierarchi- 
cal churches  and  from  “grassroots”  Christian  communities;  from  churches 
with  centuries  of  history  and  tradition,  and  from  “new”  churches.  Despite 
this  broad  involvement,  of  course,  the  Study  was  still  not  fully  com- 
prehensive. 
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From  this  diversity  the  Community  Study  taught  us  that  although 
Christians  believe  in  a universal  church,  an  invisible  community  which 
exists  outside  time  and  space,  they  always  (and  inevitably)  experience  the 
church  in  and  through  its  local  manifestations,  in  visible  communities 
which  exist  in  a particular  time  and  place.  For  most,  this  visible,  limited 
community  is  the  local  congregation.  Responses  to  the  Community  Study 
also  illustrated  the  diversity  of  historical  and  cultural  factors  which 
influence  these  particular  local  expressions  of  the  church.  They 
emphasized  the  interaction  between  ecclesial  community  and  cultural 
context,  the  interdependence  of  church  and  the  wider  human  community. 
An  adequate  ecclesiology  must  give  due  consideration  to  this  distinction 
between  local  churches  and  the  universal  church,  and  to  the  ways  in 
which  culture  influences  church  communities. 

2.  The  Community  Study  emphasized  the  understanding  that  all  com- 
munities are  made  up  of  human  beings,  women  and  men,  and  that  the 
nature  of  a community  depends  on  the  quality  of  the  relationships  which 
they  experience.  As  is  now  well-known,  the  Community  Study  began  with 
an  expose  of  the  broken  relationships  and  broken  community  experiences 
by  women  and  men  at  the  present  time.  In  the  words  of  Philip  Potter  at 
Sheffield,  the  group  reports  are  “a  sort  of  algebraic  sign  of  a very  great 
depth  of  well-buried  meaning”  and  what  is  most  significant  is  “the  incred- 
ible pain  and  agony  of  it  all”. 25  Women  and  men  described  their  experience 
of  sexism  in  the  churches  and  in  society  and  named  it  as  sin  — a distortion 
and  perversion  of  human  relationships,  a form  of  oppression  contrary  to 
God’s  will,  a denial  of  the  fullness  of  life  desired  by  the  Lord  of  the  church 
for  all  people.  Women  described  their  identity  as  that  of  “second  class 
citizens  and  second  class  Christians”.  For  many,  theology  itself  was  part  of 
the  problem.  No  discussion  of  ecclesiology  or  unity  should  ignore  the  real- 
ity of  sexism  and  the  fact  that,  as  William  Lazareth  (then  director  of  Faith 
and  Order)  remarked  at  Sheffield,  the  myth  of  female  inferiority  distorts  the 
church’s  faith  and  corrupts  the  church’s  order. 

3.  The  Community  Study  did  not  understand  sexism  as  an  isolated 
phenomenon,  the  sole  cause  of  broken  community.  On  the  contrary,  a 
significant  result  of  the  Sheffield  conference  was  the  naming  of  the  “ web 
of  oppression” , an  understanding  that  sexism,  racism,  classism,  econo- 
mic exploitation  and  other  forms  of  oppression  are  all  closely  interwoven. 
Participants  at  Sheffield  emphasized  that  all  forms  of  domination,  rejec- 
tion and  marginalization  are  linked  together  in  the  “web”  or  “demonic 
symphony”  of  oppression  and  that  the  struggle  for  justice  and  freedom 
must  be  against  all  forms  of  oppression,  wherever  they  exist.26 
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More  work  needs  to  be  done  to  develop  our  understanding  of  the  “web 
of  oppression”  and  its  implications  for  the  renewal  of  the  whole  human 
community.  Certainly  this  concept  shatters  all  complacency  and 
challenges  both  individuals  and  churches  to  recognize  their  own  complic- 
ity in  oppressive  structures,  and  to  commit  themselves  to  the  struggle  for 
freedom  and  justice  in  a global  context. 

4.  The  Community  Study  moved  from  an  expose  of  broken  relation- 
ships and  broken  community  to  an  envisioning  of  renewed  community. 
This  vision  of  renewed  community  was  described  in  many  ways  but  there 
was  a clear  consensus  on  its  most  significant  elements.  A renewed 
community  would  be: 

— an  inclusive  community  in  which  no  individual  or  group  would  be 
excluded,  oppressed,  subjugated  or  exploited; 

— a community  in  which  relationships  would  be  characterized  by  love 
and  mutuality; 

— a community  of  equals  without  domination  and  subordination, 
superiority  and  inferiority; 

— a community  embracing  and  celebrating  diversity  and  difference; 

— a community  encouraging  the  full  participation  of  all  its  members  and 
the  development  of  the  gifts  of  each  individual; 

— a community  of  women  and  men,  living  together  as  equal  partners. 
This  vision  is  essentially  holistic,  all-embracing.  It  speaks  of  a dynamic, 
living,  loving  and  joyful  community,  a community  which  would  be  a 
creative  force  for  further  renewal. 

5.  The  Community  Study’s  vision  of  renewed  community  was  a 
theological  vision.  It  was  essentially  biblical,  Christological  and  Trinita- 
rian. Thus  it  was  not  merely  a reflection  of  certain  contemporary  cultural 
values  or  issues,  but  was  deeply  and  quite  consciously  rooted  in  the 
Christian  traditions.  This  theological  basis  to  the  vision  offers  rich 
material  for  further  study  and  development. 

It  is  biblical  because  it  is  based  on  faith  in  the  biblical  God  who  has 
made  humanity,  male  and  female,  in  God’s  own  image,  who  loves  all 
people,  and  whose  will  is  for  justice  and  freedom  for  all;  the  God  who  is 
victorious  over  sin  and  evil  and  who  makes  all  things  new.  It  is 
Christological  because  it  is  based  on  faith  in  Christ  who  is  the  expression 
of  God’s  self-giving  love  for  humankind  and  on  the  belief  that  Christ 
promises  fullness  of  life  for  all,  that  in  Christ  new  creation  is  possible, 
that  women  and  men  are  called  to  be  partners  in  Christ  with  God.  The 
Community  Study  vision  is  rooted  in  faith  in  Christ  in  whom  “there  is 
neither  Jew  nor  Greek,  slave  nor  free,  male  nor  female”  (Gal.  3:28),  and 
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who  is  the  servant  Lord.  It  is  also  a Trinitarian  vision,  understanding  the 
Holy  Trinity  as  the  expression  of  ideal  community,  a model  for  interde- 
pendent, loving  and  mutual  relationships,  a paradigm  of  authority-in- 
community. 

The  Community  Study  emphasized  that  renewed  community  is 
essential  not  only  for  the  unity  of  the  church  but  also  for  the  sake  of  the 
church’s  mission,  witness  and  service  to  the  world.  Thus  we  may  also 
describe  it  as  a missiological  vision,  based  on  a belief  that  the  church 
exists  not  just  for  its  own  members  but  for  others,  that  the  ecclesial 
community  is  set  in  the  midst  of  human  community  for  the  service  of 
that  community,  and  that  it  is  called  upon  to  witness  to  the  gospel  by  its 
own  life-style,  to  be  both  “light”  and  “salt”.  The  Community  Study 
challenges  us  with  its  vision  of  the  church  as  a renewed,  redeemed  and 
redeeming  community  which  is  called  to  be  a sign  for  the  renewal  of  the 
whole  human  community  living  in  the  global  context  of  desperate 
struggle  against  exploitation,  poverty,  oppression,  hopelessness  and 
despair. 

A further  significant  point  which  could  be  developed  in  more  detail  is 
the  realization  expressed  by  a number  of  Community  Study  groups,  that 
the  transformation  from  broken  to  renewed  community  is  essentially  a 
matter  of  spiritual  transformation.  Renewal  calls  for  repentance  and 
conversion,  on  the  part  of  individuals  and  groups;  and  churches,  too,  may 
need  to  repent. 

6.  The  Community  Study  articulated  the  experience  of  broken  commu- 
nity and  set  against  it  a vision  of  new  community,  making  it  clear  that  the 
realization  of  this  vision  would  require  changes  in  many  aspects  of  church 
life.  In  the  sections  (working  groups)  at  Sheffield,  participants  focused  on 
the  most  significant  issues  which  had  emerged  during  the  course  of  the 
study  and  made  suggestions  and  recommendations  for  change.  The 
section  on  authority  and  church  structures  in  new  community  was 
especially  important  because  it  raised  ecclesiological  questions  directly.27 
In  particular  it  emphasized  that  participation  and  the  ordering  of  authority 
should  not  be  seen  as  two  separate  issues  but  as  part  of  one  movement 
towards  the  unity  of  the  church  as  a sign  for  the  renewal  of  the  whole 
human  community. 

Sheffield  recognized  that  living  in  community  always  involves  the 
structuring  of  the  common  life  and  the  exercise  of  authority,  and 
claimed  that  the  life,  ministry  and  teachings  of  Christ,  and  the  demands 
of  the  kingdom  of  God,  give  Christians  a particular  understanding  of 
power  and  authority.  In  the  words  of  the  section  report:  “We  know  that 
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the  historical  expression  of  the  life  of  the  church  often  runs  counter  to 
this  understanding”28  and  “in  many  church  laws  and  structures  the  full 
participation  of  women  in  leadership  and  power-sharing  with  men  is 
not  possible”.29  However  Sheffield  did  not  merely  want  women 
admitted  to  equal  power-sharing  and  authority;  rather,  it  insisted  on 
the  need  for  different  models  of  authority,  and  renewed  structures 
which  would  create  new  and  inclusive  community.  Based  on  the 
experience  of  women,  who  have  historically  been  without  power, 
Sheffield  offered  both  a critique  of  traditional  hierarchical  structures  of 
authority,  and  an  emerging  new  understanding  of  authority  rooted  in 
service,  and  of  power  which,  like  love,  is  limitless  and  to  be  shared 
with  others  for  the  enrichment  of  all.  Sheffield  asked:  “What  if  the 
model  for  authority  and  community  no  longer  were  the  pyramid  of 
hierarchy  but  the  circle,  or  perhaps  the  rainbow  of  colours,  symbol  of 
hope?”30 

7.  As  was  frequently  stated  during  the  Community  Study,  the  real 
community  of  women  and  men  is  yet  to  be.  We  do  not  yet  know  exactly 
what  forms  and  structures  it  might  have,  for  our  vision  itself  expands  as 
we  experience  a renewed  community.  For  many,  participation  in  the 
process  of  the  Community  Study  and  at  Sheffield  was  a foretaste  of  new 
community,  an  experience,  even  if  brief  and  partial,  of  living  together  as 
women  and  men  in  a new  relationship  of  wholeness.  This  may  in  fact  be 
the  most  significant  contribution  of  the  whole  Community  Study,  that 
through  it  some  women  and  men  were  able  to  experience  what  new 
community  could  be.  Such  experiences  are  both  life-giving  and  life- 
changing. 

So  far  I have  highlighted  seven  aspects  of  the  Community  Study  as 
making  a significant  contribution  to  ecclesiology.  In  summary,  they  are: 

— diversity  of  cultural  and  ecclesial  contexts; 

— expose  of  broken  community; 

— the  web  of  oppression; 

— vision  of  renewed  community; 

— theological  basis  of  the  vision; 

— authority  and  church  structures; 

— foretaste  of  new  community. 

8.  Finally  I would  like  to  mention  some  probing  questions  about  the 
nature  of  the  church  which  were  raised,  directly  and  indirectly,  by  the 
Community  Study,  especially  in  some  of  the  group  reports.  Theolo- 
gians will  recognize  that  these  questions  are  not  new.  But  in  the 
context  of  the  study  they  become  more  poignant  because  they  are  so 
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clearly  born  from  the  experience  of  women  and  men  in  the  churches.  For 

example: 

— Apartheid  has  been  declared  a heresy  by  many  churches.  Should  we 
try  to  work  towards  a status  confessionis  on  sexism?  Is  it  ever  possible 
to  say  that  because  of  its  practice  and/or  teaching  of  discrimination 
based  on  gender  a particular  church  is  no  longer  part  of  the  church? 

— Some  women  reject  the  church  (and  churches)  on  the  grounds  that 
because  of  sexism  it  is  no  longer  faithful  to  the  gospel.  How  do  we 
relate  to  Christians  who  are  alienated  from  the  church? 

— Some  people  argue  that  the  Holy  Spirit  is  working  to  lead  the  church 
from  outside,  especially  through  prophetic  voices  raised  in  the  human 
community.  How  do  we  respond  to  such  arguments? 

— The  Community  Study  sought  changes  in  many  church  practices  and 
teachings.  How  much  change  is  possible  if  the  church  is  to  remain 
faithful  to  Christian  tradition? 

— Some  of  the  issues  in  the  Community  Study  are  controversial  and  it  is 
not  yet  possible  for  churches  to  agree  on  some  matters  (e.g.  the 
ordination  of  women).  How  can  community  be  sustained  where  there 
are  deep  differences  in  understanding  and  practice?  How  do  individu- 
als and  churches  handle  conflict?  Can  we  develop  our  understanding 
of  unity-in-diversity  to  include  unity-in-tension? 

Conclusions  and  the  way  ahead 

Clearly  the  case  studies  presented  at  this  consultation  will  give 
us  valuable  insights  into  the  significance  of  the  Community  Study 
in  a few  specific  situations.  However  what  we  really  need  is  some 
sort  of  systematic  follow-up  process  which  would  enable  us  to 
analyze  and  monitor  the  results  of  the  Study.  It  would  be  particu- 
larly interesting  to  contact  the  original  local  groups  and  participants 
at  the  various  consultations  and  at  Sheffield  to  find  out  what  their 
experience  has  been  in  the  last  few  years,  to  ask  if  their  visions  of 
new  community  are  any  nearer  realization,  if  they  see  signs  of 
renewal. 

In  the  meantime,  I think  we  must  accept  that  although  a number  of 
siginificant  steps  have  been  taken  along  the  rocky  road  to  new 
community,  the  tension  between  experience  and  vision  still  remains 
and  challenges  us  and  our  churches.  In  view  of  the  brokenness  of  the 
human  community,  the  oppression,  injustice  and  suffering  in  the 
world,  the  threat  of  nuclear  destruction,  renewal  is  a matter  of  some 
urgency  and  we  cannot  afford  to  be  complacent. 
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The  Community  Study  has  given  us  a vision  of  new  community  and 
foretastes  of  just  what  that  community  might  be.  It  is  a prophetic  vision, 
rooted  in  the  same  faith  which  stimulated  the  very  creation  of  the  WCC. 
In  the  words  of  Willem  Visser  ’t  Hooft,  the  ecumenical  movement  is 
based  on  the  faith  that  “it  belongs  in  the  very  nature  of  the  people  of  God, 
to  live  as  one  reconciled  and  therefore  united  family,  and  that  it  belongs  to 
its  witness  to  present  to  the  world  the  image  of  a new  humanity  which 
knows  no  walls  of  separation  within  its  own  life”.31  The  Community 
Study  has  made  a lasting  and  important  contribution  to  our  understanding 
of  that  new  humanity,  a humanity  based  on  the  community  of  women  and 
men. 
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Liberation,  Unity 

and  Equality  in  Community: 

a New  Testament  Case  Study 

ELISABETH  SCHUSSLER  FIORENZA 


Introduction:  an  incarnational  approach 

The  method  suggested  for  this  consultation  is  not  platonic  or  docetic 
but  incarnational.  Case  studies  about  the  relations  of  women  and  men  in 
society  and  church  are  theological  reflections  on  very  concrete 
experiences  and  ecclesial  situations.  Such  a theological  method  is 
incarnational  insofar  as  it  does  not  begin  with  timeless  ideas,  principles 
or  doctrines  but  seeks  to  discover  divine  presence  and  salvation  in  and 
through  the  communal,  social-political  life-praxis  of  the  church,  and  to 
name  it  theologically.  This  method  rests  on  an  understanding  of 
theology  “as  emerging  from  the  interaction  between  what  we  make  of 
the  Christian  story  and  tradition  and  what  we  make  of  contemporary 
life.  It  is  at  these  points  of  interaction  that  God  is  to  be  encountered  and 
discovered.”1  In  preparing  these  Bible  studies,  then,  I sought  con- 
sciously to  follow  this  approach  by  analyzing  four  New  Testament  texts 
— Luke  13:10-17,  Galatians  3:28,  1 Timothy  and  Mark  — in  terms  of 
their  actual  historical-social-ecclesial  settings.  Rather  than  elaborating 
theoretically  my  own  theological  hermeneutics  of  liberation,  I decided  to 
actualize  it  in  the  process  of  interpretation.  The  following  is  a summary 
account  of  these  NT  case  studies  in  terms  of  a critical  feminist  theology 
of  liberation.2 


• Prof.  Dr  Elisabeth  Schussler  Fiorenza  (Roman  Catholic)  is  Talbot  Professor  of  New 
Testament  at  Episcopal  Divinity  School,  Cambridge,  USA. 
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Luke  13:10-17:  the  woman  bent  double  and  the  bondage  of  women 

Only  Luke’s  Gospel  has  the  story  of  the  woman  who  was  bent  over  and 
could  not  stand  upright  (Luke  13: 10-17). 3 She  came  to  praise  God  in  the 
synagogue  where  Jesus  was  teaching.  In  distinction  to  other  miracle 
stories  the  woman  makes  no  request  for  healing;  it  is  Jesus  who  calls  her, 
and  lays  hands  upon  her.  The  woman  straightens  (literally  “was  straight- 
ened up”,  using  the  so-called  divine  passive  construction),  lifts  up  her 
head,  stands  upright  and  continues  to  praise  God.  The  story  is  simple:  the 
woman  was  bent  double,  she  has  suffered  from  a “spirit  of  infirmity”  for 
eighteen  long  years.  She  hears  the  call,  feels  the  touch  of  Jesus,  and 
experiences  wholeness  and  freedom.  As  a liberated  woman  she  stands 
upright  and  praises  God,  who  has  freed  her  from  her  bondage. 

This  story  is  connected  with  a controversy  dialogue.4  The  leader  of  the 
synagogue  objects  that  it  was  not  necessary  to  break  the  Sabbath  Torah. 
Jesus’  response  does  not  argue  that  he  broke  the  Sabbath  Torah  in  order  to 
save  life,  since  the  illness  was  not  fatal.  Rather  he  did  so  in  order  to  make 
her  healthy  and  to  free  her  from  her  infirmity.  The  point  of  comparison  is: 
just  as  it  is  permitted  to  care  for  household  animals  on  the  sabbath,  so  one 
can  act  for  the  welfare  of  a daughter  of  Israel.  What  is  puzzling  is  that 
Jesus  seems  not  to  have  heard  the  objection  of  the  “ruler  of  the  synago- 
gue”, whose  precise  point  was  that  there  are  six  days  on  which  one  could 
be  healed.  If  the  woman  was  bent  double  for  eighteen  years  why  could 
Jesus  not  wait  a day  longer? 

The  dialogue  startles,  and  leads  us  to  ask:  Why  did  Israel  observe  the 
Sabbath?  Since  the  Babylonian  Exile,  Sabbath  observation  was  the  ritual 
celebration  of  God’s  creation  and  Israel’s  election.  While  the  head  of  the 
synagogue  insists  on  a complete  rest  from  work,  Jesus  heals  the  woman 
so  that  she  is  able  to  fulfill  the  purpose  of  the  Sabbath  — to  praise  God  the 
creator  of  the  world  and  the  liberator  of  Israel.  This  means  that  a final 
aspect  of  this  healing  controversy  is  significant.  This  daughter  of  Israel 
was  in  the  power  of  Satan,  in  a bondage  that  deformed  her  whole  bodily 
being  for  eighteen  long  years.  In  freeing  her  from  her  bondage,  God’s 
power  of  salvation  becomes  manifest.5 

The  salvation  of  God’s  basileia  (kingdom)6  becomes  available  ex- 
perientally  whenever  Jesus  casts  out  demons,  heals  the  sick  and  ritually 
unclean,  or  tells  stories  about  the  lost  who  are  found,  about  the  uninvited 
who  are  invited,  or  about  the  least  who  will  be  first.  The  power  of  God’s 
new  creation  is  realized  in  Jesus’  table  community  with  the  poor,  the 
sinners,  the  tax  collectors,  the  prostitutes  — with  all  those  who  do  not 
“belong”  because  they  are  cultically  deficient  in  the  eyes  of  the  pious  and 
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righteous.  For  Jesus  and  his  movement  the  basileia  does  not  spell  cultic 
holiness  but  human  wholeness.  It  is  like  the  dough  that  has  been  leavened 
but  not  yet  transformed  into  bread,  like  the  fetus  in  the  womb  not  yet 
transformed  in  birth  to  a child. 

Although  the  future  of  God’s  new  world  can  be  experienced  already  in 
Jesus’  healings,  parables,  and  inclusive  discipleship  community,  Jesus 
and  his  first  followers,  women  and  men,  nevertheless  still  hope  and 
expect  the  future  inbreaking  of  God’s  basileia  when  death,  suffering  and 
injustice  will  finally  be  overcome.  The  Jesus  movement’s  praxis  and 
vision  of  the  basileia  is  the  mediation  of  God’s  future  into  the  structures 
and  life-experiences  of  its  own  time  and  people.  But  this  future  is 
available  to  all  members  of  the  people  of  God;  everyone  is  invited.  Not 
the  holiness  of  the  elect  but  the  wholeness  and  happiness  of  all  is  the 
central  vision  of  the  Jesus  movement.  The  healing  of  the  woman  bent 
double  reveals,  and  makes  experientially  available,  the  caring  presence 
and  power  of  the  basileia  at  work  in  the  words  and  praxis  of  the  Jesus 
movement.  Despite  opposition  from  the  religious  leadership  the  common 
people  recognize  the  wonderful  things  that  have  happened  in  their  midst.7 

I have  chosen  this  text  to  begin  our  biblical  reflections  because  this 
story  has  become  one  of  the  key  texts  of  the  women’s  movement  in  the 
churches.  The  woman  bent  double  has  become  a paradigm  for  the 
situation  of  women,  not  only  in  society  but  also  in  the  churches.  We 
usually  read  biblical  texts  either  as  a confirmation  of,  or  as  a challenge  to, 
our  own  Christian  self-understanding. 8 If  Christian  theologians  and 
preachers  identify  with  Jesus  they  will  read  the  passage  anti-semitically, 
get  angry  with  the  leader  of  the  synagogue  and  feel  religiously  and 
morally  superior  to  Judaism.  Should  churchmen  identify  with  the  leader 
of  the  synagogue,  however,  then  they  would  find  his  statement  to  the 
crowd  (“There  are  six  days  when  one  has  to  work;  come  on  one  of  these  to 
be  cured”)  to  be  reasonable  church  policy  — biblical  or  ecclesiastical  law 
and  tradition,  after  all,  cannot  be  changed  just  because  a woman  is  in 
bondage  and  is  not  able  to  stand  upright.  Reading  the  story  in  this  way 
should  give  pause  to  ecclesiastical  officials  who  use  the  Bible,  tradition, 
ecumenical  theology  and  church  unity  to  exclude  women  from  ecclesial 
and  liturgical  leadership,  and  thereby  make  it  impossible  for  more  and 
more  women  to  praise  God  today. 

Patriarchy:  culture  bent  double  and  the  bondage  of  women 

A feminist  theological  reading  of  this  story  must  translate  it  into  the 
language  and  structures  of  our  own  time.  The  miracle  story  understands 
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the  illness  of  the  woman  as  bondage  that  was  caused  by  Satan.  Early 
Christian  theology  sees  the  world  and  human  beings  as  caught  up  in  the 
struggle  between  the  life-destroying  powers  of  evil  and  the  life-giving 
power  of  God.9  While  in  the  last  analysis  these  evil  powers  cannot 
frustrate  the  life-giving  purpose  of  God,  their  power  is  still  real  and  has  its 
effects  in  the  present  world.  Their  hostility  against  life  and  human 
wholeness  is  expressed  in  their  attempt  to  enslave  human  beings  and 
ultimately  in  their  crucifixion  of  Christ.  Apocalyptic  New  Testament 
theology  explains  the  execution  of  Jesus  as  caused  by  these  cosmic  and 
political  powers,  but  not  as  willed  by  God. 

Much  Western  New  Testament  scholarship,  under  the  influence  of 
Rudolf  Bultmann,  has  sought  to  “demythologize”  this  apocalyptic 
language  of  mythic  powers.  In  the  process  it  is  translated  into  the 
categories  of  existentialist  philosophy;  it  is  individualized,  and  de- 
politicized. 10  A critical  feminist  theology  of  liberation,  however,  does  not 
seek  to  demythologize  this  apocalyptic  language  but  to  translate  it  into 
socio-political  language. 

It  has  named  patriarchy,  as  a complex  system  of  structural  dependen- 
cies and  individual  oppressions,  as  the  life-destroying  power  of  Western 
society  and  religion.  Patriarchy  must  not  be  understood  solely  in  terms  of 
male  supremacy  and  misogynist  sexism11  but  must  be  seen  in  terms  of  the 
systemic  interaction  of  racism,  classism  and  sexism  in  Western  militarist 
societies. 12  This  Western  understanding  of  patriarchy  was  first  articulated 
in  Aristotelian  political  philosophy. 13  Aristotle  did  not  define  patriarchy 
simply  as  the  rule  of  all  men  over  all  women,  but  as  a gradated  male  status 
system  of  domination  and  subordination,  authority  and  obedience,  rulers 
and  subjects  in  household  and  state.  Wives,  children,  slaves  and  property 
were  owned  and  at  the  disposal  of  the  freeborn  Greek  male  head  of  the 
household.  He  was  the  full  citizen  who  determined  public  life. 14  Since  the 
democratic  ideal  invites  the  participation  of  all  citizens,  Aristotle  has  to 
legitimate  the  exclusion  of  freeborn  women  and  Greek-born  slaves  from 
democratic  government. 15  Therefore  he  defines  their  “nature”  in  terms  of 
their  subordinate  status  and  social  function,  in  order  to  argue  that  their 
“nature”  does  not  make  them  fit  to  rule. 

This  basic  contradiction  between  the  democratic  claim  to  the  full  equal- 
ity of  all  human  beings  and  their  subordinate  position  in  the  patriarchal 
structures  of  household  and  state  has  also  defined  Western  Euro- American 
notions  of  democracy. 16  Although  patriarchy  has  been  modified  in  the 
course  of  history  it  has  not  been  replaced  by  private  or  state  capitalism.  In 
feudal i stic  and  slave  societies  freeborn  women  as  well  as  women  serfs  and 
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slaves  were  legally,  economically  and  sexually  subject  to  the  lord  of  the 
castle  or  the  master  of  the  house;  in  capitalist  patriarchy  all  women  become 
dependent  on  the  male  heads  of  households. 17  Women’s  social  status  is 
defined  by  the  class,  race,  and  nationality  of  the  men  to  whom  we  belong. 
Capitalist  patriarchy  has  generated  a separate  system  of  economics  for 
women:  on  the  one  hand,  child-rearing  and  household  maintenance  are 
considered  as  women’s  “natural  vocation”  (and  therefore  are  not  remuner- 
ated); on  the  other  hand,  women’s  work  outside  the  home  is  paid  less 
because  it  is  assumed  that  men  are  the  breadwinners  of  the  family. 
Moreover,  women’s  economic  dependence  is  reinforced  through 
“feminine”  education  and  sexual  violence  in  and  outside  the  home. 18 

Insofar  as  the  Aristotelian  pattern  of  patriarchal  submission  has  been 
incorporated  in  the  NT  in  form  of  the  household-code  texts,19  it  has 
influenced  Christian  self-understanding  and  community  throughout  the 
centuries.  Theologians  such  as  Augustine20  or  Thomas  of  Aquinas21  have 
woven  this  Aristotelian  construct  of  the  inferior  human  “natures”  of 
slaves  and  freeborn  women  into  the  basic  fabric  of  Christian  theology. 
Just  as  societal  patriarchy,  so  also  religious  Christian  patriarchy  has 
defined  not  only  women  but  also  subjugated  peoples  and  races  as  “the 
other”,  as  “nature”  to  be  exploited  and  dominated  by  powerful  men.  It  has 
defined  women  and  colonialized  peoples  not  just  as  “the  other”  of  white 
men,  but  also  as  subordinated  and  subjected  to  them.  Obedience,  econo- 
mic dependence,  and  sexual  control  are  the  sustaining  force  of  societal 
and  ecclesiastical  patriarchy.  Such  patriarchal  Christian  theology  has 
provided  religious  legitimizations  of  racism,  colonialism,  classism  and 
hetero/sexism  in  society  and  church.  It  has  not  only  encouraged  the 
sacrifice  of  people  to  authoritarian  systems  but  also  the  exploitation  of  the 
earth  and  its  resources.  Its  posture  of  divine  domination  and  absolute 
power  over  the  “other”  has  legitimated  an  imperialism  and  militarism  that 
have  brought  us  to  the  brink  of  nuclear  annihilation.22 

In  short,  a critical  feminist  theology  of  liberation  names  theologically 
the  patriarchal  bondage  of  women  in  Western  society  and  church.23 
Patriarchy  inculcates  and  perpetrates  not  only  sexism  but  also  racism  and 
property-class  relationships  as  basic  structures  of  women’s  oppression.  In 
a patriarchal  society  or  religion  all  women  are  bound  into  a system  of 
male  privilege  and  domination,  but  impoverished  third- world  women 
constitute  the  bottom  of  the  oppressive  patriarchal  pyramid.  Patriarchy 
cannot  be  toppled  except  when  the  basis  or  bottom  of  the  patriarchal 
pyramid  — which  consists  of  the  exploitation  of  triply  oppressed  women 
— becomes  liberated.24 
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The  black  feminist  poet  June  Jordan  articulates  this  goal  of  feminist 
liberation  not  so  much  as  freedom  from  men,  but  as  a movement  into  self- 
love,  self-respect,  and  self-determination.  Such  a self-love  and  self- 
respect,  she  argues,  has  the  strength  to  love  and  respect  women  who  are 
“not  like  me”  and  to  love  and  respect  men  “who  are  willing  and  able, 
without  fear,  to  love  and  respect  me”.25  Just  as  Jesus,  who  was  bom  with 
the  privileges  of  a Jewish  male,  focused  attention  on  the  woman  bent 
double  and  insisted  that  she  must  be  healed,  so  Christian  men  must 
recognize  the  patriarchal  exploitation  and  oppression  of  women  in  society 
and  church.  They  must  not  only  reject  all  theologies  of  subordination  or 
of  “women’s  special  nature  and  place”  as  patriarchal  ideologies,  but  must 
also  relinquish  their  patriarchal  privileges  and  join  women  in  our  struggle 
to  end  patriarchal  exploitation  and  bondage.26 

Recognizing  ourselves  in  the  story  of  the  woman  bent  double,  we 
women  must  identify  ourselves  as  women  deformed  and  exploited  by 
societal  and  ecclesiastical  patriarchy.  Those  of  us  who  are  privileged  in 
terms  of  race,  class,  culture  and  education  must  realize  that  as  long  as  a 
single  woman  is  not  free,  no  woman  is  able  to  overcome  patriarchal 
infirmity  and  bondage.  Just  as  the  woman  bent  double  did  not  ask  for 
healing  from  the  man  Jesus,  but  came  to  the  synagogue  to  praise  God,  so 
Christian  women  must  realize  that  our  liberation  will  not  come  from  the 
men  in  the  churches.  As  long  as  we  who  are  privileged  in  terms  of  race, 
class,  culture  or  education  identify  with  men  who  hold  positions  of  power 
in  society  and  church  — rather  than  with  our  sisters  living  on  the  bottom 
of  the  patriarchal  pyramid  — we  will  not  be  able  to  realize  that  we  suffer 
from  the  same  patriarchal  bondage.  Only  when  we  see  ourselves  and  our 
daughters  in  the  women  who  are  today  bent  double  in  our  midst,  will  we 
be  able  to  articulate  theologically  a vision  of  God’s  salvation  and 
community  which  enables  all  women  to  become  free  from  patriarchal 
dehumanization.  Mutuality  between  women  and  women,  women  and 
men  is  only  possible  when,  in  a feminist  conversion,  we  reject  the 
structural  evil  of  patriarchy  and  our  personal  collaboration  in  it.27  The 
“preferential  option  for  the  poor”  must  be  spelled  out  as  a commitment  to 
the  liberation  struggle  of  women,  since  the  majority  of  the  poor  are 
women  and  children  dependent  on  women. 

Equality  in  the  Spirit:  the  basis  of  Christian  community 

Western  patriarchy  was  not  invented  by  Christianity  and  the  struggle 
against  patriarchal  dehumanization  was  not  initiated  by  Christians.28 
However,  I would  argue  that  the  struggle  with  patriarchal  structures  is 
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constitutive  for  Christian  faith  and  community  from  its  very  beginnings. 
Some  exegetes  have  maintained  to  the  contrary  that  the  early  Christian 
missionary  movement  outside  Palestine  was  not  in  conflict  with  its 
society,  but  was  well  integrated  into  it.  The  radicalism  of  the  Jesus 
movement  was  supposedly  assimilated  by  the  urban  Hellenistic  com- 
munities into  a family-style  love  patriarchalism,  which  perpetuated  the 
hierarchical  relationships  of  the  patriarchal  Greco-Roman  household  in  a 
softer,  milder  form.29 

However  the  textual  basis  for  such  a contention  is  not  derived  from 
the  early  Pauline  literature  but  only  from  Acts,  which  was  written  at  the 
end  of  the  first  century  when  Christian  writers  (for  apologetic  reasons) 
began  to  advocate  the  Aristotelian  patriarchal  pattern  of  submission.  It  is 
not  the  patriarchal  household,  but  the  more  egalitarian  community 
structures  of  private  collegia  or  cultic  assocations,  which  provide  the 
organizational  models  for  the  early  Christian  missionary  movement  in 
the  Greco-Roman  cities.30  This  movement  was  suspect  to  Greco-Roman 
authorities  not  only  because  it  accorded  women  and  slaves  equal 
standing,  but  also  because  it  was  a religious  cult  from  the  Orient. 
Because  it  admitted  individuals  irrespective  of  their  status  in  the 
patriarchal  household,  it  stood  in  conflict  with  Greco-Roman  patriarchal 
society. 

The  theological  self-understanding  of  this  movement  is  rooted  in  the 
experiences  of  the  Spirit.  While  the  experience  of  God’s  gracious 
goodness  in  the  ministry  and  life  of  Jesus  is  fundamental  for  the  Jesus 
movement  and  its  vision,  the  experience  of  the  power  of  the  Spirit  is 
basic  for  the  Christian  missionary  movement  and  its  vision.31  God  did 
not  leave  Jesus  in  the  power  of  death  but  raised  him  “in  power”  so  that 
he  becomes  “a  life-giving  Spirit”  (1  Cor.  15:45).  Christ  is  preached  to 
Jews  and  Greeks  as  the  “power  of  God”  and  the  “sophia  of  God”  (1  Cor. 
1:24).  The  basileia  of  God  does  not  consist  in  “mere  talk”  but  in 
“power”  (1  Cor.  4:20).  Those  who  are  “in  Christ”  are  “filled  with  the 
Holy  Spirit”.  Those  who  have  been  baptized  into  Christ,  live  by  the 
Spirit  (Gal.  5:25)  — they  are  “pneumatics”,  Spirit-filled  people  (Gal. 
6:1).  Both  women  and  men  have  received  spiritual  gifts  for  the 
upbuilding  of  the  body  of  Christ,  the  church.  In  the  second  century 
Justin  still  can  assert  that  among  the  Christians  all  — women  and  men 
— have  received  charisms  from  the  Holy  Spirit.  This  “equality”  in  the 
Spirit  is  summed  up  by  the  early  Christian  movement  in  the  words  of 
Galatians  3:28,  which  is  today  generally  understood  as  a pre-Pauline 
baptismal  confession.32 
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Galatians  3:28:  an  incarnational  approach 

Traditional  ecclesiology  has  often  overlooked  or  explained  away  the 
ecclesial  character  of  Galatians  3:28.  Some  theologians  still  maintain  that 
women  have  a different  role  from  men  in  the  order  of  creation  and 
redemption:  in  creation  or  in  the  natural  order  of  society  women  are 
assigned  a position  of  subordination  by  God,  while  in  the  order  of 
redemption  all  have  equal  standing.  With  respect  to  baptism  and  the  gifts 
of  the  Spirit  all  are  equal  before  God.  But  the  sociological  implications  of 
this  equal  standing  before  God  cannot  be  applied  either  to  society  or  the 
ministry  of  the  church;  this  is  given  only  in  heaven,  or  postponed  until  the 
eschatological  future.  While  traditional  theology  insisted  on  the  subordi- 
nation and  inferiority  of  women,  slaves  and  Jews  in  society  and  church, 
the  more  recent  “theology  of  women”  proceeds  from  the  assumption  of 
“equal  but  different”  that  postulates  the  complementarity  of  roles  of 
women  and  men.  It  is  striking,  however,  that  this  theology  does  not  insist 
on  a “symbolic”  difference  of  race  or  class,  but  only  on  the  symbolic 
difference  of  sex,  which  still  must  be  lived  out  by  women  in  “subordina- 
tion”.33 

Over  and  against  such  an  interpretation  of  Galatians  3:28,  which 
restricts  equality  and  oneness  to  the  soul  or  to  one’s  standing  before  God, 
an  incarnational  theology  insists  that  what  happens  in  Christ  through 
baptism  manifests  itself  in  the  social  dimensions  of  the  church.  In  his 
recent  commentary  on  Galatians  Hans  Dieter  Betz  observes  that  commen- 
tators “have  consistently  denied  that  Paul’s  statements  have  political 
implications”.  According  to  Betz  they  are  prepared  to  state  the  opposite  of 
what  Paul  actually  says  in  order  to  preserve  a “purely  religious”  interpre- 
tation. In  doing  so  they  can  strongly  emphasize  the  reality  of  equality 
before  God  sacramentally,  and  at  the  same  time  “deny  that  any  conclu- 
sions can  be  drawn  from  this  in  regard  to  the  ecclesiastical  offices  (!)  and 
the  political  order”.34  The  exegetical  discussion  linking  Galatians  3:28 
and  the  household  code  tradition,35  however,  points  to  a historical- 
political  dynamic  that  does  not  come  to  the  fore  when  it  is  forced  into  the 
traditional  oppositions  between  “order  of  creation”  and  “order  of  redemp- 
tion” on  the  one  hand,  and  between  “enthusiastic  excess  or  gnostic 
heresy”  and  “Pauline  theology  or  NT  orthodoxy”  on  the  other. 

Understood  as  a baptismal  confession,  Galatians  3:28  expresses  the 
ecclesial  self-understanding  of  the  early  Christian  missionary  movement. 
In  baptism  Christians  entered  into  a kinship  relationship  with  people  com- 
ing from  very  different  racial,  cultural  and  national  backgrounds.  These 
patriarchal  status  differences,  however,  do  not  determine  the  social  struc- 
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tures  of  the  community.  Therefore  both  Jewish  and  gentile  women’s  status 
and  role  were  drastically  changed,  since  patriarchal  household  structures 
did  not  determine  the  social  structures  of  the  Christian  community. 

This  seems  to  be  stated  explicitly  in  the  final  pairing  of  the  baptismal 
confession:  “there  is  no  male  and  female”.  This  last  pair  differs  in 
formulation  from  the  preceding  two,  insofar  as  it  does  not  speak  of 
opposites  but  of  male  and  female.  Exegetes  have  speculated  a good  deal 
about  the  fact  that  “male  and  female”  are  used  here,  rather  than  “man  and 
woman”.  It  is  sometimes  argued  that  not  only  “the  social  differences 
(roles)  between  men  and  women  are  involved  but  the  biological  distinc- 
tions” as  well.  Therefore,  it  is  conjectured  that  Galatians  3:28  is  gnostic 
and  advocates  androgyny.36 

This  argument,  however,  overlooks  the  fact  that  designations  of  the 
sexes  in  the  neuter  can  simply  be  used  in  place  of  “woman  and  man”.37 
Such  designations  do  not  imply  a denial  of  biological  sex  differences. 
Galatians  3:28  probably  alludes  here  to  Genesis  1:27,  where  humanity 
created  in  the  image  of  God  is  qualified  as  “male  and  female”  in  order  to 
introduce  the  theme  of  procreation  and  fertility.  Jewish  exegetes  under- 
stood “male  and  female”,  therefore,  primarily  in  terms  of  marriage  and 
family.  Galatians  3:28c  then  does  not  assert  that  there  are  no  longer  men 
and  women  in  Christ,  but  that  patriarchal  marriage  relationships  between 
male  and  female  are  no  longer  constitutive  of  the  new  community  in 
Christ.  Irrespective  of  their  patriarchal  status  in  the  household,  persons 
will  be  full  members  of  the  Christian  movement  in  and  through  baptism. 
Women  and  men  in  the  Christian  community  are  not  defined  by  their 
sexual  procreative  capacities  or  by  their  religious,  cultural  or  social 
gender-roles,  but  by  their  empowerment  by  the  Spirit. 

Not  only  sex  or  gender  roles  were  considered  in  antiquity  to  be 
grounded  in  biological  nature  but  also  cultural,  racial  and  social 
differences.  Although  most  would  concede  today  that  racial  or  class 
differences  are  not  natural  or  biological  (but  rather  cultural  and  social), 
gender  differences  are  still  proclaimed  as  given  by  nature  or  ordained  by 
God.  However,  feminist  studies  have  amply  documented  that  most 
perceived  gender  differences  are  cultural-social.38  We  are  socialized  into 
gender  roles  as  soon  as  we  are  born.  Every  culture  gives  different 
symbolic  significance  and  derives  different  social  roles  from  the  human 
biological  capacities  of  sexual  intercourse,  childbearing,  and  lactation. 
Sexual  dimorphism  and  strictly  defined  gender  roles  are  products  of  a 
patriarchal  culture,  which  maintain  and  legitimize  structures  of  control 
and  domination,  i.e.  the  exploitation  of  women  by  men. 
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Galatians  3:28  does  not  only  proclaim  the  abolition  of  religious-cultural 
1 divisions,  and  the  exploitation  wrought  by  institutional  slavery,  but  also 
domination  based  on  patriarchal  gender  divisions.  It  asserts  that  within 
the  Christian  community  no  structures  of  dominance  can  be  tolerated. 

I Galatians  3:28  is  therefore  best  understood  as  a communal  Christian  self- 
definition rather  than  as  a statement  about  the  soul  of  the  individual.  It 
proclaims  that  in  the  Christian  community  all  distinctions  of  religion, 

, race,  class,  nationality  and  gender  are  insignificant.  All  the  baptized  are 
equal;  they  are  one  in  Christ.  Being  baptized  into  Christ  means  entering 
! the  sphere  of  the  resurrected  One,  the  life-giving  Spirit  whose  reality  and 
power  are  manifested  in  the  Christian  community.  It  is  not  anthropologi- 
cal oneness  but  ecclesiological  oneness  or  unity  in  Christ  Jesus  which  is 
j the  goal  of  Christian  baptism.  The  unity  of  the  church  comes  to  the  fore  in 
the  ecclesial  equality  of  all  those  baptized.  Such  equality  is  not  restricted 
to  baptism,  but  determines  the  organizational  structures  of  the  church. 

The  household-code  texts  and  Galatians  3:28:  subordination  vs 
equality  in  the  Spirit 

Insofar  as  the  Christian  community  did  not  withdraw  from  society  the 
early  Christian  missionary  movement  provided  the  experience,  for  those 
who  came  in  contact  with  it,  of  alternative  community  in  the  midst  of  the 
Greco-Roman  city.  As  an  alternative  association  which  accorded  freeborn 
women  and  slave  initiates  equal  status  and  access  to  leadership  roles,  the 
Christian  missionary  movement  was  a “conflict  movement”  standing  in 
tension  with  the  patriarchal  institutions  of  slavery  and  family.  Since  Chris- 
tians admitted  to  their  membership  freeborn  women  as  well  as  slaves  who 
continued  to  live  in  pagan  households,  tensions  could  arise  not  only  within 
the  community  but  even  more  so  with  respect  to  the  larger  society.  The 
prescriptive  post-Pauline  exhortations  of  the  household-code  texts  testify 
to  these  tensions.  They  seek  to  lessen  these  tensions  in  the  face  of  accusa- 
tions and  harassment  which  Christians  had  to  endure  in  Asia  Minor.39 

These  household-code  injunctions,  which  demand  the  subordination  of 
slaves,  women  and  young  people,  may  also  express  the  interests  of  the 
“owner  and  patron  class”,  as  some  exegetes  have  suggested.40  They  could 
reflect  the  interests  of  Christian  husbands  and  masters,  heads  of  house- 
holds, who  felt  that  their  prerogatives  were  being  undermined.  Of  course 
it  is  difficult  for  us  to  decide  whether  or  not  such  motivations  played  a 
role  in  these  modifications  of  the  Christian  baptismal  self-understanding. 
It  is  hard  to  know  which  admonitions  to  subordination  were  due  to  a 
genuine  concern  for  the  Christian  group’s  embattled  situation,  and  which 
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arose  from  a defence  of  patriarchal  dominance  couched  in  theological 
terms.  We  hear  only  one  side  of  the  story;  the  theological  counter- 
arguments by  slaves  or  women  have  not  survived  in  history.41 

To  assume  that  such  patriarchal  interests  were  at  work  is  historically  plaus- 
ible, to  the  extent  that  the  baptismal  declaration  of  Galatians  3:28  runs 
counter  to  the  general  acceptance  of  male  religious  privilege  among  Greeks, 
Romans,  Persians,  and  also  Jews  of  the  first  century  C.E.  It  was  a rhetorical 
commonplace  that  Hellenistic  man  was  grateful  to  the  gods  because  he  was 
fortunate  enough  to  be  bom  a human  being  and  not  a beast,  a Greek  and  not  a 
Barbarian,  a freeman  and  not  a slave,  a man  and  not  a woman.  Conversion 
and  baptism  into  Christ,  therefore,  implied  for  privileged  men  a much  more 
radical  break  with  their  former  social  status  and  religious  self-understandings 
than  it  did  for  freeborn  women  and  slaves. 

While  the  baptismal  declaration  cited  in  Galatians  3:28  offered  a 
liberating  religious  vision  to  freeborn  and  slave  women,  it  denied,  within 
the  Christian  community,  all  male  religious  prerogatives  based  on  patri- 
archal status.  Just  as  Jewish  men  had  to  abandon  the  notion  that  they 
alone  were  the  chosen  of  God,  so  masters  had  to  relinquish  their  power 
over  slaves,  and  husbands  that  over  wives  and  children.  And  for  men 
conversion  to  the  Christian  movement  also  meant  relinquishing  their 
religious  prerogatives,  since  their  social-political  patriarchal  privileges 
were,  at  the  same  time,  religious  privileges. 

It  is  often  argued  that  it  was  impossible  for  the  tiny  Christian  group  to 
abolish  the  institution  of  slavery  and  other  social  hierarchies.  That  might 
have  been  the  case  or  it  might  not.  However,  what  is  often  overlooked  is 
that  relinquishment  of  religious  male  prerogatives  within  the  Christian 
community  was  possible,  and  that  such  a relinquishment  included  the 
abolition  of  social  privileges  as  well.  Legal-societal  and  cultural-religious 
patriarchal  status  privileges  were  no  longer  valid  for  Christians.42  Insofar 
as  this  egalitarian  Christian  self-understanding  did  away  with  all  patri- 
archal privileges  of  religion,  class,  and  caste,  it  allowed  not  only  gentiles 
and  slaves  but  also  women  to  exercise  leadership  functions  within  the 
missionary  movement. 

It  is  also  true  that  the  pre-Pauline  baptismal  formula  of  Galatians  3:28 
does  not  reflect  the  same  notion  of  anthropological  unification,  and  the 
same  androcentric  perspective,  that  has  determined  the  understanding  of 
equality  found  in  later  gnostic  and  patristic  writings.  According  to  various 
gnostic  and  patristic  texts,  becoming  a disciple  means  for  a woman  becom- 
ing “male”,  “like  man”,  and  relinquishing  her  sexual  powers  of  procrea- 
tion, because  the  male  principle  stands  for  the  heavenly,  angelic,  divine 
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realm;  whereas  the  female  principle  represents  either  human  weakness  or 
evil. 43  While  patristic  and  gnostic  writers  could  express  the  equality  of  Chris- 
tian women  with  men  only  as  “manliness”  or  as  abandonment  of  women’s 
sexuality,  Galatians  3:28  does  not  extol  maleness  but  the  oneness  of  the  body 
of  Christ,  the  church,  where  all  patriarchal  social,  cultural,  religious, 
national  and  gender  divisions,  as  well  as  all  structures  of  domination,  are 
rejected.  Not  the  love-patriarchalism  of  the  post-Pauline  school  but  the  eccle- 
sial  self-understanding  of  “equality  in  Christ”  expresses  the  vision  and  praxis 
of  the  early  Christian  movement  in  the  Greco-Roman  world. 

The  vision  of  Mark’s  Gospel:  equality  in  the  Spirit,  discipleship  and 
suffering 

That  this  vision  and  praxis  is  still  alive  at  the  beginning  of  the  second 
century  is  apparent  not  only  from  the  pre-scriptive  household-code  texts, 
which  advocate  patriarchal  submission  over  and  against  an  egalitarian 
ecclesial  praxis,  but  also  from  the  gospels.  Independent  of  each  other,  the 
evangelists  called  Mark  and  John  have  gathered  traditional  materials  and 
stories  about  Jesus  and  his  first  followers  and  moulded  them  into  the 
Gospel  form.  They  did  so  not  because  of  antiquarian  interest  in  the  life  of 
Jesus  — now  past  — but  because  they  believed  that  the  resurrected  One 
was,  at  that  very  moment,  speaking  to  their  communities  through  the 
words  and  deeds  of  Jesus  of  Nazareth. 

Both  Mark  and  John44  emphasize  service  and  love  as  the  core  of  Jesus’ 
ministry  and  as  the  central  demand  of  discipleship.  The  Gospel  of  Mark 
was  written  at  approximately  the  same  time  as  Colossians,  which  marks 
the  beginnings  of  the  patriarchal  household-code  trajectory,  or  line  of 
development.  The  final  redaction  of  the  Gospel  of  John  emerges  at  about 
the  same  time  as  the  Pastorals  and  the  letters  of  Ignatius,  and  might 
address  the  same  communities  in  Asia  Minor.  It  is,  therefore,  significant 
that  the  first  writers  of  gospels  articulate  a very  different  vision  of 
Christian  discipleship  and  community  than  that  presented  by  the  writers 
of  the  injunctions  to  patriarchal  submission,  although  both  address 
Christian  communities  in  the  last  third  of  the  first  century. 

Discipleship  in  Mark  is  understood  as  a literal  following  of  Jesus  and  of 
his  example.  Mark’s  Christological  emphasis,  however,  is  on  the 
necessity  of  Jesus’  suffering,  execution,  and  death.  Suffering  is  not  an 
end  in  itself,  but  it  is  the  outcome  of  Jesus’  life-praxis  of  solidarity  with 
the  social  and  religious  outcasts  of  his  society.  The  threefold  announce- 
ment of  Jesus’  suffering  in  Mark  8:22-10:52  is  followed  each  time  by  the 
disciples’  misunderstanding,  and  by  Jesus’  call  to  discipleship  as  a 
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following  on  the  way  to  the  cross.  Just  as  rejection,  suffering  and 
execution  as  a criminal  are  the  outcome  of  the  preaching  and  life-praxis  of 
Jesus,  so  will  they  be  the  fate  of  the  true  disciple.  In  Mark’s  view  this  is 
the  crucial  Christological  insight  that  determines  both  Jesus’  ministry  and 
Christian  discipleship.45 

This  theology  of  suffering  is  developed  for  Christians  who  are  perse- 
cuted, handed  over  to  sanhedrins,  beaten  in  synagogues,  and  standing  trial 
before  kings  and  governors  “for  Jesus’  sake”  (Mark  13:9).  Such  persecu- 
tions are  instigated  by  their  closest  relatives  and  friends:  “Brother  will  bet- 
ray brother  to  death,  and  the  father  his  child;  children  will  rise  against  their 
parents  and  have  them  put  to  death”  (Mark  13:12).  Thus  the  Markan  Gospel 
situates  the  persecutions  and  sufferings  of  its  community  in  the  context  of 
tensions  within  their  own  households.  While  the  writers  of  1 Peter  or  the 
Pastorals  seek  to  lessen  these  tensions  by  advocating  adaptation  to  the  dom- 
inant patriarchal  Greco-Roman  society,  the  Markan  Jesus  clearly  states  that 
giving  offence  and  experiencing  suffering  must  not  be  shunned.  A true 
disciple  of  Jesus  must  expect  suffering,  hatred  and  persecution. 

In  conclusion:  I have  read  Mark’s  theology  in  light  of  early  Christian 
developments  at  the  end  of  the  first  century  not  by  construing  hypothetical 
“heretical  opponents”,  but  by  placing  this  Gospel  in  the  context  of  other 
New  Testament  writings.  The  Markan  community  gathers  in  house- 
churches.  It  struggles  to  avoid  the  patriarchal  pattern  of  dominance  and 
submission  that  characterizes  its  socio-political  environment.  Those  who 
are  the  farthest  from  the  centre  of  religious  and  political  power  — slaves, 
children,  poor,  gentiles,  women  — become  the  paradigms  of  true 
discipleship. 

Most  of  our  New  Testament  literature  was  written  to  Christian  com- 
munities in  the  last  third  of  the  first  century  or  at  the  beginning  of  the 
second.  These  communities  seem  to  have  experienced  tensions  with  (and 
even  persecutions  by)  their  patriarchal  Greco-Roman  society.  These 
tensions  were  not  only  religious  but  also  social-political.  In  order  to 
lessen  the  threat  of  persecution,  the  post-Pauline  writers  sought  to  lessen 
these  tensions  between  the  Christian  community  and  Greco-Roman  soci- 
ety, by  adapting  the  alternative  Christian  missionary  movement  to  the 
patriarchal  structures  and  values  of  their  Greco-Roman  environment  and 
Asian  culture. 

The  writers  of  the  primary  gospels,  Mark  and  John,  choose  a different 
approach.  Written  around  the  same  time  as  Colossians  and  Ephesians, 
Mark’s  gospel  insists  that  suffering  and  persecutions  engendered  by  an 
alternative  form  of  community  and  life-style  must  not  be  avoided. 
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Whereas  the  advocates  of  the  household-code  texts  appeal  to  Paul  or  Peter 
to  legitimize  their  injunctions  for  submission  and  adaptation  to  Greco- 
Roman  patriarchal  structures,  the  writers  of  Mark’s  and  John’s  Gospels 
appeal  to  Jesus  himself  to  support  their  stress  on  love  and  service,  a love 
and  service  which  is  demanded  not  from  the  slaves  and  the  lowliest  in  the 
community  but  from  masters  and  would-be  leaders,  not  from  women  but 
from  men. 

While  for  apologetic  reasons  the  post-Pauline  writers  seek  to  limit 
women’s  leadership  in  the  community  to  roles  that  are  culturally  and 
religiously  acceptable,  the  evangelist  known  as  Mark  insists  on  “equality 
from  below”  in  the  familial  community  of  disciples  and  therefore  high- 
lights the  paradigmatic  discipleship  of  the  apostolic  women  followers  of 
Jesus.  In  historical  retrospective,  the  post-Pauline  writers’  theological 
stress  on  the  submission  of  the  subordinate  members  in  patriarchal 
household  and  church  has  won  out  over  the  early  Christian  vision  and 
praxis  of  the  discipleship  community  of  equals. 

However,  this  historical  success  of  the  Greco-Roman  societal  pattern 
of  patriarchal  submission  must  not  be  justified  theologically  today  just 
because  it  can  claim  a longer  tradition.  Rather  it  must  be  assessed 
theologically  in  terms  of  the  early  Christian  vision  of  the  discipleship  of 
equals.  By  insisting  on  it  the  writer  of  Mark’s  Gospel,  like  other  New 
Testament  writers,  has  kept  this  vision  alive  in  the  church.  The  inclusion 
of  this  vision  into  the  canon  has  spawned  reform  movements  throughout 
the  centuries.  It  has  made  it  impossible  for  Christian  churches  to  forget 
Jesus’  invitation  to  realize  the  discipleship  of  equals.  Church  unity  and 
community  must  not  be  bought  at  the  expense  of  this  vision.  Only  when 
the  church  rejects  all  patriarchal  structures  of  domination  and  exploitation 
will  we  be  able  to  offer  a vision  of  community  for  a human  future  that  is 
not  sustained  by  domination  and  exploitation. 
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In  Ibsen’s  play  “A  Doll’s  House”  the  heroine  Nora’s  husband 
i admonishes  her,  stating  that  before  all  else  she  is  a wife  and  mother. 
She  replies:  “I  no  longer  think  so.  I think  that  before  all  else  I am 
a human  being  just  as  you  are,  or  at  least  I have  to  try  to  become 
I one.” 

“I  no  longer  think  so”  was  the  starting  point  in  my  own  theologi- 
cal growth.  I was  wife  and  mother  for  several  years.  After  my 
youngest  child  started  school  I went  back  to  school  myself.  My  first 
degree  was  in  zoology,  and  with  that  science  background  I under- 
took theological  studies.  When  I finished  the  first  level  theology 
degree  I was  encouraged  to  undertake  doctoral  studies.  In  all  the 
years  that  I taught  I would  watch  my  students  going  up  automati- 
cally for  ordination  in  the  church.  In  the  beginning  I did  not  think 
much  about  the  fact  that  no  one  — - but  no  one  - — ever  mentioned  the 
word  “ordination”  to  me.  All  my  teaching  colleagues  (all  theologi- 
cally-trained men)  were  ordained  ministers.  They  could  conduct 
services  and  preach  in  the  seminary  chapel  on  a rota  system.  My 
desire  for  personal  theological  formation,  an  attempt  to  “become 
human”  as  Ibsen’s  Nora  says,  looked  as  if  it  might  end  with  my 
obtaining  theological  degrees,  but  without  validation  for  ministry  in 
Christ’s  name  or  in  his  church. 


• Rev.  Dr  Padmasani  Gallup  is  a pastor  in  the  Church  of  South  India,  and  now  director  of 
Women’s  Concerns,  Diocese  of  Madras. 
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Unity,  renewal  and  the  ministry  of  women  in  the  Church  of  South 
India 

But  change  is  happening  and  there  is  hope.  Some  months  ago  there  was 
a momentous  event  — it  was  not  accompanied  by  the  appearance  of  a 
comet,  and  it  was  perhaps  only  a dim  and  hazy  recapitulation  of  the  vision 
of  the  prophet  Joel:  “I  will  pour  out  my  spirit  on  all  flesh”  (2:28).  It  was 
sharing  anew  God’s  life  as  God  had  gifted  it  to  me  in  Christ.  It  was  an 
impetus  towards  new  creation;  a new  lease  on  a chosen  vocation  of 
service  in  Christ’s  name.  It  was  a new  understanding  of  the  gospel  as 
God’s  present  reign  in  Christ;  of  the  world  as  the  arena  of  God’s 
unfolding  purpose;  of  the  church  as  a sign  of  God’s  mystery  and  of  God’s 
people  as  a symbol  of  God’s  rule  in  the  life  of  the  nations. 

It  was  renewal  for  me,  personally.  It  was  a choice  to  be  the  medium  for 
the  revelation  of  God’s  nature,  God’s  will  and  purpose,  and  God’s  love 
and  grace  outpoured  towards  God’s  world. 

It  was  renewal  within  the  church  as  well.  It  was  a challenge  to  evolve 
and  adapt  its  life,  to  make  full  and  creative  use  of  new  opportunities,  to 
become  a new  community  that  could  respond  to  the  rapid  intellectual  and 
spiritual  changes  taking  place  all  around  it.  It  was  an  undeniable  reminder 
that  the  church  is  primarily  God’s  instrument  rather  than  a privileged 
minority  community  existing  for  its  own  glory  and  conforming  to  soci- 
ety’s norms  and  goals.  For  the  church  it  was  also  a reaffirmation  of  the 
central  biblical  theme  of  God’s  choice  of  persons  and  peoples  to  bear 
God’s  mission  to  the  world  — a mission  that  is  continuous  with  that  of  the 
chosen  people  of  Israel  and  of  Jesus  himself. 

It  was  a further  sign  of  the  unity  that  has  been  bestowed  on  the  Church 
of  South  India  — a unity  that  was  granted  when  individuals  in  the 
different  churches  struggled  to  be  obedient  to  God’s  will  in  response  to 
the  prayer  of  Jesus  “that  all  may  be  one”. 

What  was  this  sign,  this  reaffirmation  of  God’s  choice,  this  personal 
and  corporate  renewal?  It  was  the  ordination  of  women  to  full  participa- 
tion in  the  full  ministry  of  the  Church  of  South  India. 

Three  of  the  twenty  dioceses  of  the  Church  of  South  India  have 
ordained  women  since  early  1984.  The  CSI  approved  and  voted  the 
ordination  of  women  at  its  Fifteenth  Synod  meeting  in  1976,  after  only 
about  four  years  of  debate  and  discussion  both  at  the  synod  and  pastorate 
levels.  The  ordination  of  women  was  not  so  much  a response  to  a felt- 
need  within  the  total  ministry  of  the  church,  as  a witness  to  the  unity 
within  the  CSI.  As  you  all  know,  the  CSI  is  a wondrous  living  witness  of 
the  presence  and  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  among  individuals  and  groups 
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who  had  been  open  to  God’s  will  in  deep  penitence  and  supplication. 
“The  most  important  event  in  church  history  since  Pentecost”  was  a 
remark  made  at  the  inauguration  of  the  Church  of  South  India  in  1947  — 
an  event  that  was  the  fruition  of  nearly  forty-five  years  of  negotiations 
between  the  uniting  churches. 

The  theological  and  psychological  basis  for  union 

Within  the  context  of  church  union  as  experienced  in  the  CSI  and 
women’s  ordination  as  further  evidence  of  the  unity  within  the  church,  I 
would  like  to  make  two  general  observations.  First,  there  is  the  experi- 
ence of  release  from  the  bondage  of  the  past.  It  is  not  that  history  and 
tradition  are  not  important;  rather,  it  is  that  they  need  not  dominate.  Many 
churches  and  institutions  have  a tendency  to  look  backwards  and,  appeal  - 
i ing  to  precedents  (or  the  absence  of  them),  attempt  to  avoid  answering 
radically  new  questions.  In  our  negotiations  for  church  union  both  Indian 
and  Eastern  Christians  had  the  courage  to  ask  themselves  whether  the 
time  had  not  come  for  them  to  do  what  they  had  never  done  before,  in 
order  that  God's  Spirit  might  begin  to  heal  the  divisions  among  human- 
kind. Here  one  might  recall  Peter’s  words  as  recounted  in  Acts  10: 14;  “No 
Lord,  for  I have  never...”  Tradition  has  value  insofar  as  it  is  preparation 
for  the  future  and  points  to  it.  Neither  individuals  nor  institutions  can 
successfully  continue  to  live  in  the  past,  resisting  change.  Any  attempt  to 
do  so,  on  the  assumption  that  old  answers  are  the  given  and  final  ones, 
degenerates  into  a timid  or  truculent  avoidance  of  issues  considered 
dangerous.  It  also  becomes  a refusal  to  trust  and  be  open  to  the  Holy 
Spirit  in  prayer  and  penitence. 

Secondly,  unity  was  not  pursued  as  a mere  human  ideal,  but  as  the  will 
and  purpose  of  God  as  affirmed  in  the  scriptures.  With  this  conviction  it 
becomes  clear  that  Jesus’  prayer  “that  they  may  all  be  one”  (John  17:21) 
is  attainable  in  reality.  One  cannot  know  the  power  of  the  Holy  Spirit  to 
guide  and  bestow  until  one  has  sought  to  do  the  will  of  God  with 
conviction,  commitment  and  a sense  of  urgency.  Unity  was  sought  as  an 
immediate  goal,  not  as  some  almost  eschatological,  future  fulfilment. 
Unity  was  recognized  as  essential  for  the  mission  and  ministry  of  the 
church  in  the  Indian  context. 

With  this  pragmatic  approach,  certain  points  were  acknowledged.  The 
first  was  acknowledgment  that  unity  would  not  mean  absorption  by  one 
church  of  all  the  others,  but  that  all  the  churches  would  be  changed.  The 
negotiators  recalled  that  “dying  to  live”  is  as  true  of  separate  denomina- 
tions as  it  is  of  the  individual  Christian.  Each  would  give  up  something  of 
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its  claim  to  uniqueness  in  order  that  the  whole  might  be  viable  and  strong. 
Secondly,  there  was  the  recognition  that  the  church  exists  because  God 
wants  it  to  exist  for  the  sake  of  the  world:  with  a deep  concern  for 
mission,  for  making  known  the  gospel  of  the  reconciliation  of  the  world 
initiated  by  God  in  Christ.  “God  so  loved  the  world,  that  He  sent  His.. 
Son...”  (John  3:16).  Thirdly,  there  was  recognized  the  need  for  an 
ordered  ministry.  All  the  uniting  churches  agreed  eventually  on  the 
threefold  ordained  ministry  of  bishop,  presbyter  and  deacon,  and 
accepted  the  principles  of  “the  historical  episcopacy”  rather  than  apostolic 
succession. 

At  the  Lambeth  Conference  of  1930,  Anglicans  had  disliked  the 
participation  of  presbyters  in  the  consecration  of  bishops  and  said:  “If 
(this  practice)  is  adopted,  it  should  be  fully  explained  that  the  presbyters 
did  not  take  part  as  consecrators.”  In  the  discussions  leading  to  the 
formation  of  the  CSI  this  position  was  unacceptable  to  many,  if  not  to  all, 
of  the  non- Anglican  negotiators,  and  discussion  over  two  days  produced 
no  solution.  After  this  long  debate,  all  members  became  silent  and  bowed 
their  heads  in  prayer.  After  several  minutes  Bishop  Loyd  rose  and  quietly 
asked:  “Would  this  reading  do?  ‘It  should  be  understood  and  taught  that 
the  real  consecrator  is  God.’”  Immediately  all  agreed.  Thus,  nine 
ministers  of  the  CSI,  three  from  each  tradition,  laid  hands  on  the  first  new 
bishops.)1  Consequently,  as  one  of  the  most  important  insights  given  to 
the  CSI,  the  preface  to  its  Ordinal  states: 

An  ordination  service  is  the  rite  by  which  one  of  these  ministries  (deacon, 
presbyter,  bishop)  is  conferred.  It  is  an  act  of  God  in  His  Church.  The  Church 
of  South  India  believes  that  in  all  ordinations  and  consecrations,  the  true 
Ordainer  and  Consecrator  is  God,  who,  in  response  to  the  prayers  of  His 
Church,  and  through  the  words  and  acts  of  its  representatives,  commissions 
and  empowers  for  the  office  and  work  to  which  they  are  called  the  persons 
whom  it  has  selected.2 

There  was  no  attempt  to  impose  uniformity  of  worship  or  use  of  the 
ancient  creeds  and  confessions.  Nor  was  there  a requirement  to  draw  up  a 
detailed  new  statement  of  belief.  The  right  answers,  it  was  acknowl- 
edged, could  be  found  after  the  act  of  union. 

The  realization  of  the  inescapable  Westemness  of  all  our  inherited  docu- 
ments, as  seen  from  Asia,  and  of  the  almost  complete  unintelligibility  of  the 
confessions  apart  from  Western  historical  events,  has  helped  to  bring  this 
about.  The  movement  of  thought  which  found  expression  in  the  CSI  Basis  of 
Union  has  attained  a much  wider  recognition,  as  was  shown  in  the  resolution 
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of  the  First  British  Faith  and  Order  Conference  at  Nottingham  in  1964:  “While 
we  affirm  standards  of  belief  to  be  an  essential  element  of  the  life  of  the 
Church,  our  remaining  differences  concerning  the  use  of  these  standards,  and 
concerning  the  relation  between  Scripture  and  Tradition,  though  important, 
are  not  sufficient  to  stand  as  barriers  to  unity.  They  do  not  separate  us  at  the 
point  of  the  central  affirmation  of  our  faith,  and  they  can  be  better  explored 
within  a united  Church.3 

Above  all,  it  was  vital  for  all  the  churches  concerned  to  make  a 
commitment  to  unity  without  looking  back  to  the  past,  or  leaving  a way 
open  for  retreat.  The  CSI  came  into  existence  on  these  firm  foundational 
principles,  supported  by  prayer  and  inspired,  guided  and  constrained  by 
the  Holy  Spirit  and  the  grace  of  God. 

In  ordaining  women  the  CSI  followed  its  early  pattern  of  openness  and 
firmness,  conviction  and  commitment,  prayer  and  supplication  on  behalf 
of  this  new  venture  in  faith.  As  had  been  the  case  with  almost  all  the 
secular,  socio-economic  reforms  pertaining  to  the  status  of  women  in 
Indian  society,  it  was  the  handful  of  enlightened,  concerned  men  who 
initiated  discussion,  introduced  resolutions  and  worked  for  grassroots 
support  for  the  ordination  of  women.  Thus  Indian  women  have  not  had  to 
fight  for  these  rights,  or  get  caught  up  in  a male/female  polarization. 

Now  in  witness  to  its  spirit  of  unity  the  church  has  begun  to  ordain 
women  to  enable  them  fully  to  participate  in  all  its  ministries.  This,  of 
course,  has  not  been  arrived  at  easily.  But  it  is  not  necessary  here  to  spell 
out  the  points  of  controversy.  The  pain  and  hurt  of  litigations,  the 
misunderstandings,  and  the  final,  quiet  implementation  of  the  vote  of  the 
Synod  at  the  diocesan  level  are  all  parts  of  the  story.  Now  four  of  our 
young  ordained  women  have  been  assigned  regular  pastorates.  One  has 
managed  to  have  a baby  in  the  midst  of  her  pastoral  duties,  and  the 
heavens  did  not  fall!  (One  of  the  objections  which  had  been  raised  was 
about  the  “image”  of  a full-term  pregnant  pastor.  I was  wicked  enough  to 
suggest  that  the  objectors  take  a good  hard  look  at  some  of  our  middle- 
aged  presbyters  and  bishops  in  full  profile!) 

New  opportunities  for  ministry 

From  its  very  inception  the  CSI  has  been  serious  about  and  supportive 
of  its  Women’s  Fellowship,  which  has  continued  to  be  active  and  to 
grow.  In  1951,  the  Order  of  Sisterhood  was  inaugurated;  more  than  sixty 
women  have  been  initiated  into  this  order.  The  tradition  of  “Bible 
women”  has  continued,  but  on  a smaller  scale.  Bible  women  work  in  their 
own  neighbourhoods  among  Christian  women  and  women  of  other  faiths. 
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Theirs  is  an  unsung  mission  of  evangelism  which  has  touched  the  lives  of 
countless  “secret  Christians”  who  have  not  been  allowed  by  their  Hindu 
husbands  to  receive  baptism.  My  maternal  grandmother  was  a Bible 
woman  until  the  end  of  her  life.  These  were  the  traditional  avenues  for 
women  to  be  in  ministry  within  the  church. 

But  now  the  church  has  realized  that  there  is  no  true  unity  and  renewal 
without  equality , including  equal  access  to  the  full  ministry  of  the  church. 
There  is  no  denying  that  this  has  been  brought  home  to  the  church 
hierarchy  as  a result  of  the  feminist  ferment  in  the  West  regarding 
structural  inequalities  in  both  the  secular  and  ecclesial  world.  The 
challenge  and  charge  to  the  church  is  to  see  the  renewal  resulting  from 
this  new  venture  as  a recommitment  to  mission.  One  of  the  ideas  that  has 
been  sparked  by  the  ordination  of  women  is  a new  category  called 
“special  ministries”,  to  which  both  ordained  women  and  ordained  men 
will  be  called.  In  a small  way  some  ordained  men  are  already  involved  in 
this  type  of  special  ministry  as  agricultural  experts,  non-formal  education 
leaders,  and  as  counsellors  in  development  projects.  As  ordained  women, 
with  their  theological  training  and  commitment  to  Christ,  become  avail- 
able they  may  be  invited  to  serve  the  desperately  needy  rural  congrega- 
tions as  pastors,  in  addition  to  being  experts  in  agriculture,  preventive 
health  work,  cooperatives,  and  enablers  for  women’s  organizations. 
Theirs  may  be  a theology  and  philosophy  of  service  similar  to  that  of  our 
Roman  Catholic  sisters  who,  instead  of  being  ordained,  have  taken  vows 
of  poverty  and  chastity.  In  Indian  culture  there  are  many  things  which  a 
woman  can  do  that  a man  cannot. 

This  is  but  a small  example  of  a visioning  for  mission  that  is  possible 
for  ordained  women  in  the  church.  The  visioning  is  not  all  starry-eyed. 
There  are  17  other  dioceses  in  the  CSI,  some  of  which  have  said  they 
would  never  ordain  women  as  presbyters.  (Remember  that  one  very  wise 
step  that  the  uniting  churches  took  was  to  eliminate  the  term  “priest”  for 
pastor,  substituting  “presbyter”  to  recall  and  honour  that  rich  tradition  of 
ministry).  Other  dioceses  have  voiced  all  manner  of  excuses,  both 
cultural  and  pseudo-theological. 

New  visions  of  ministry  and  mission  in  the  Indian  context 

There  is  another  vision  that  I have  for  women  ordained  to  the  full 
ministry.  It  is  based  on  upside-downness!  It  is  related  to  Hindu  culture, 
which  is  of  course  the  overwhelming  context  for  our  churches.  As  all  of 
you  are  aware,  Hindu  society  is  hierarchically  organized  into  rigid  castes. 
That  hierarchy  is  traditionally  explained  by  saying  that  Brahma,  the 
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| Creator,  made  the  different  castes  from  different  parts  of  his  body:  the 
head  gave  rise  to  the  Brahmins,  the  priestly  caste;  the  chest  to  the 
Kahatriyas,  the  warriors;  the  mid-section  to  the  Vaisyas,  the  merchants; 
and  the  legs  to  the  Sudras,  the  labourers.  The  outcastes,  or  the  harijans, 
arose  from  Brahma’s  feet,  and  women  — beyond  the  pale  — from  the 
i soles  of  the  feet! 

The  contrasting  image  of  the  church  as  the  body  of  Christ  is  startlingly 
liberating!  This  traditional  rationale  of  Hindu  society  has  no  use  for  the 
i concepts  of  mutuality,  inter-relatedness  and  inter-dependence.  But  St 
Paul,  with  a rare  sense  of  humour,  asks:  “Can  the  eye  say  to  the  hand,  ‘I 
i do  not  need  you’?”  (1  Cor.  12:21)  St  Paul  goes  further.  He  depicts  Christ 
| as  the  head  of  the  church;  but  Christ  is  also  the  paradigm  of  kenotic 
incarnation:  the  head  comes  down. . . emptying  himself,  taking  the  form  of 
a servant,  being  bom  in  the  likeness  of  men  (Phil.  2:7). 

One  of  the  asanas  or  postures  for  the  discipline  of  yoga  is  called  the 
, sirasaasana  (standing  on  one’s  head).  It  is  said  to  be  one  of  the  most 
| health-giving  asanas,  and  Jawaharlal  Nehru  is  reported  to  have  practised 
it  daily.  We  may  use  this  asana  to  talk  about  ministry  of  women  in  our 
| context.  In  terms  of  the  social  hierarchy,  most  Indian  women  have 
i experienced  the  status  of  being  next  to  the  dust  on  the  ground.  They,  of  all 
I persons,  are  able  to  relate  to  others  similarly  dehumanized.  Indian 
women,  ordained  to  mission  in  ministry,  are  called  to  be  the  agents  to  turn 
the  Brahma  image  upside  down,  to  bring  about  the  topsy-turvyness 
! portrayed  in  the  Song  of  Mary  (Luke  1:46-55)  to  realize  the  healthfulness 
and  healing  of  the  sirasaasana.  Acts  17:6  need  not  be  confined  to  “These 
men...!”  but  could  well  read  “these  women  who  are  turning  the  world 
upside  down”.  This  is  a vision  for  radical  change.  This  is  a vision  for 
! disciples  and  followers  of  Jesus,  the  radical  son  of  God.  Perhaps  some 
may  see  this  as  too  radical,  too  violent  a change. 

Perhaps  another  Indian  image  may  make  for  peace  and  reconciliation  as 
a result  of  true  equality.  I refer  to  the  image  of  Vishnu  in  repose,  or  the 
image  of  the  reclining  Buddha.  Perhaps  these  images  imply  a less  radical 
I change,  a less  violent  striving:  the  head  and  feet  are  at  the  same  level 
when  one  is  reclining.  There  is  an  equality  inherent  in  the  horizontal,  as 
; opposed  to  the  vertical.  Indian  women  have  the  reputation  of  being  able  to 
i adapt  and  respond  in  non-violent  ways  to  situations  of  stress.  Although 
I the  violence  done  to  human  beings  calls  out  a response  of  violence  in 
| kind,  the  Christian,  Christ-like  response  would  be  non-violence,  and 
women  may  best  be  able  to  show  how  violence  could  be  overcome  by 
i non-violence. 
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I would  like  to  superimpose  St  Paul’s  imagery  of  the  body  of  Christ  on 
the  image  of  the  reposing  Vishnu  or  the  reclining  Buddha.  I would  like  to 
challenge  all  Christians,  not  only  women,  to  be  involved  in  that  type  of 
mission  through  incamational  and  kenotic  struggle  in  non-violence  that 
would  make  real  the  justice  of  equality,  the  interdependence  of  mutuality, 
and  the  dynamic  peace  which  is  of  a God  in  repose. 

This  is  the  vision  I have  for  the  ministry  and  mission  of  ordained 
women  within  the  Indian  context  as  ministers,  as  presbyters  of  the  Church 
of  South  India.  As  was  said  so  well  in  the  biblical  study  by  Elisabeth 
Schiissler  Fiorenza,  it  is  an  invitation  to  identify  with  all  the  bent-over 
humanity  — both  women  and  men  — and  bring  them  into  uprightness, 
through  turning  our  present  hierarchical  orientations  “upside-down”  . 


NOTES 

'Adapted  from  Michael  Hollis,  The  Significance  of  South  India,  Ecumenical  Studies  in 
History,  London,  Lutterworth  Press,  1966,  p.75. 

2 Constitution  II,  10,  Book  of  Common  Worship,  London,  CUP,  1963,  p.160. 

3 Hollis,  op.  cit. , p.23,  quoting  Unity  Begins  at  Home,  report  of  the  First  British  Faith  and 
Order  Conference  at  Nottingham,  1964,  ed.  Davies  and  Edwards,  London,  SCM  Press, 
p.75. 


4.  Contextual  Studies:  Towards  Community 


Towards  the  Community 
of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church 


The  Story  of  St  John’s  Presbyterian  Church, 
Berkeley,  California 


PRESENTED  BY  REV.  SANDRA  WINTER  PARK 


I come  with  greetings  from  the  people  of  St  John’s  Presbyterian 
Church,  Berkeley,  California;  from  the  Presbytery  of  San  Francisco;  and 
from  the  Center  for  Women  and  Religion,  Berkeley,  California.  I bring 
their  prayers  that  the  love,  peace,  justice,  forgiveness  and  joy  of  God  in 
Christ  will  be  with  us  as  we  work  together  this  week  in  Prague. 

I have  been  asked  to  present  a case  study  of  a specific  congregation  in  a 
“progressive”  setting,  as  a complement  to  case  studies  from  a traditional 
context  and  from  an  Orthodox  situation.  By  “progressive  context”  I 
understand  one  where  a congregation  is  confronted  with  rapid  social 
change  and  seeks,  in  the  midst  of  this,  to  be  faithful  to  the  gospel;  a 
congregation  forced  to  re-examine  its  traditional  forms  of  Christian  life 
and  witness;  and  especially,  for  this  Prague  consultation,  a congregation 
which  has  struggled  with  issues  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  in 
their  relation  to  the  unity  and  renewal  of  the  church. 

St  John’s  Presbyterian  Church,  Berkeley,  California,  is  certainly  such  a 
congregation.  While  it  represents  one  specific  denomination  in  the  United 
States  and  one  cultural  setting,  it  is  a very  diverse  congregation  and  I 
believe  its  experience  will  be  relevant  to  many  other  situations.  And 


• Rev.  Sandra  Park  (Presbyterian)  is  now  associate  pastor  at  St  John’s  Presbyterian  Church, 

‘ Berkeley.  This  report  has  been  compiled  by  the  editor  from  notes,  information  and  records 
j provided  by  Rev.  Sandra  Park.  The  presentation  was  illustrated  by  numerous  photographs  of 
! which  only  a sample  could  be  included  here. 
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although  neither  the  congregation  nor  I was  involved  in  the  World 
Council  of  Churches’  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church 
Study,  or  the  Sheffield  consultation,  you  will  see  that  we  were  in  fact 
deeply  involved  in  the  themes  and  issues  raised  in  the  Community  Study. 

Our  self-study  process 

My  presentation  is  the  result  of  a long  process  within  the  life  of  our 
congregation,  embracing  both  its  official  structures  and  many  individual 
members,  both  clergy  and  lay.  Formally  it  has  been  endorsed  by  our 
Session  (the  main  governing  body  of  a local  church  in  our  Presbyterian 
system  of  polity),  the  Peace  Committee,  and  the  Church  in  the  World 
Commission.  As  our  process  went  on  it  gained  support  from  the  San 
Francisco  Presbytery,  as  well  as  at  the  national  Presbyterian  level. 


St  John’s  Presbyterian  Church,  Berkeley,  California,  USA 


We  understood  from  the  beginning  that  our  self-study  would  involve  all 
aspects  of  the  life  of  our  church,  including  theological  issues  (the 
“identity”  of  women  and  men  before  God,  and  their  role  within  the  life  of 
the  church,  including  service  as  ministers,  elders,  and  deacons,  preach- 
ing, general  participation  in  worship,  ushering,  serving  communion); 
issues  of  the  structure  of  the  church  and  its  administration  (the  status  and 
leadership  of  men  and  women  on  session,  as  trustees,  clerk  of  session, 
fund-raising  and  administration  of  funds  and  property);  other  jobs  in  the 
life  of  the  church  (teaching,  visiting  new  members  or  the  sick,  cooking, 


The  Story  of  St  Johns  Presbyterian  Church,  Berkeley  85 

preparing  communion);  and  broader  concerns  (family  roles  and  relation- 
ships, positions  on  or  advocacy  for  women’s  issues). 

It  was  very  important  that  we  understood  these  as  not  just  “women’s 
issues”,  of  interest  only  to  a particular  group,  but  as  reflecting  and 
affecting  our  whole  understanding  of  ourself  as  church  and  of  what  kind 
of  life  we  should  experience  as  Christians  together  within  the  body  of 
Christ,  the  church.  By  looking  at  our  own  experience  we  sought  to 
understand  how  our  church  could  be  faithful  both  to  the  Christian 
mandate  of  the  unity  of  the  body  of  Christ  and  the  mandate  of  renewal 

— i.e.  mutuality  and  justice  for  all  members  of  that  body. 

We  settled  on  the  following  elements  for  our  self-study: 

— statistical  research  on  membership  and  participation  from  annual 
reports  and  records  of  session; 

— interviews  with  individuals  and  couples  representative  of  the  congre- 
gation; 

j — study  and  discussion  in  church  school  classes; 

— general  discussion  of  the  issues  in  small  groups,  in  the  context  of  a 
church  meal; 

I — a retreat  for  more  intensive  review  of  the  results,  and  to  look  ahead  to 
the  future; 

— a worship  service  to  celebrate  our  work  together,  and  to  embody  some 
of  the  insights  we  had  gained; 

— a “trial  presentation”  of  the  material  to  be  given  at  this  consultation, 
so  that  the  congregation  would  have  a chance  to  see  our  results. 

' This  process  occurred  within  a formal  framework: 

— an  initial  presentation  and  approval  of  the  self-study  by  appropriate 
church  committees,  and  by  the  session; 

— at  the  end,  a formal  commissioning  service,  in  which  the  congregation 
formally  sent  the  report  (and  the  reporter!)  on  the  way; 

I — there  was,  finally,  a commissioning  service  by  the  Presbytery  of  San 
Francisco. 

I will  review  the  basic  elements  of  our  study  process,  and  then  indicate 
; the  main  results  of  our  experience  and  reflections. 

Some  historical  background 

We  knew  that  understanding  our  own  past  was  essential  to  our  self- 
i understanding  in  the  present.  The  story  of  St  John’s  unfolds  against  the 
background  of  the  dramatic  changes  in  American  society  and  culture 
: through  the  1960s  and  1970s.  At  the  beginning  of  the  1960s,  buoyed  by 
i high  membership  and  an  extremely  active  programme,  we  launched  an 
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ambitious  plan  of  constructing  new  church  buildings  and  facilities.  We 
expanded  into  new  areas  of  ministry,  developing  work  with  pre-school 
children,  the  elderly,  and  in  many  other  areas  of  need. 

But  soon  we  were  caught  in  the  changes  in  membership  patterns  in  many 
American  churches  at  this  time,  driven  by  factors  such  as  increasing  secu- 
larism and  the  movement  of  traditional  church  members  away  from  “inner 
city”  areas  to  the  suburbs.  In  a fourteen-year  period  (1961-1975)  St  John’s 
membership  dropped  67  percent,  from  its  peak  of  1267  members  to  only 
418,  with  the  most  severe  drop  occurring  in  the  decade  1964  to  1974  (from 
1,119  to  451).  When  the  buildings  were  in  the  planning  stages  we  had  a 
thriving  and  growing  programme  for  all  ages  and  activities;  when  they  were 
completed  we  could  hardly  begin  to  fill  them  and  to  use  the  space. 

This  dramatic  decline  in  membership  is  such  an  important  part  of  our 
experience  that  it  deserves  a closer  look.  There  are  several  possible 
explanations;  I will  mention  some  of  the  most  likely  factors.  First  there 
was  a general  decline  in  church  membership  in  the  1960s  in  American 
“main-line”  Protestant  churches.  Secondly,  we  developed  a more  “active” 
(and,  we  felt,  honest)  definition  of  church  membership,  leading  to  a 
clearing  of  our  membership  rolls  of  long-time  inactive  “members”. 

A third  factor  was  certainly  the  events  in  Berkeley  during  the  1960s  and 
later  — years  of  the  civil  rights  movement,  the  assassination  of  Dr  Martin 
Luther  King,  Jr,  the  “free  speech”  movement  at  the  university,  protests 
against  the  war  in  Vietnam,  social  activists  such  as  Saul  Alinsky,  and  also 
rapid  social  change  such  as  an  increasing  divorce  rate.  Unlike  many  con- 
gregations, St  John’s  did  not  try  to  escape  this  reality;  it  struggled  to  wit- 
ness to  the  gospel  within  this  dynamic,  sometimes  chaotic  situation.  This 
led  many  churches,  including  St  John’s,  to  become  more  involved  in  social 
and  political  issues.  As  one  member  said:  “The  world  impinged  on  the 
church.  We  were  unprepared  to  deal  with  it.”  Some  persons  left  the  church 
over  these  issues  (although  others  were  attracted  to  our  church  because  of 
its  stands). 

A fourth  element  was  that  our  church  leadership  took  a stronger  stand 
on  justice  issues,  including  women’s  issues  such  as  women  serving  on  the 
session,  women  clergy,  women  preaching,  and  the  language  used  in 
worship.  Some  persons  were  afraid  that  this  would  cause  us  to  lose  church 
members;  it  would  be  difficult,  they  felt,  for  many  to  make  the  transition 
to  working  with  women  in  leadership  roles.  Indeed  some  were  opposed  to 
the  very  idea  of  this.  A previous  minister  believes  that  several  people  did 
leave  the  congregation  because  of  such  developments;  however  some  new 
members  said  that  they  were  drawn  to  St  John’s  because  of  the  presence 
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of  strong  women  in  leadership  positions,  and  to  our  commitment, 
following  from  our  Christian  faith,  to  justice  for  women. 

We  have  continued  to  experience  dramatic  change  up  to  the  present  time. 
In  the  past  two  years  before  mid- 1985  we  have  seen  a complete  turnover  of 
| staff,  including  the  pastor,  associate  minister  and  the  music  director.  This 
has  also  brought  new  possibilities.  Our  new  pastor  is  married  to  a minister; 
the  two  have  worked  as  co-pastors  in  earlier  ministries  but  have  not  chosen 
| to  do  that  at  St  John’s  as  their  third  child  has  recently  been  born.  The  couple 
I baptized  the  child  together  with  the  husband  (our  present  minister)  taking 
the  role  of  parent  and  his  wife  serving  as  minister.  For  me  this  was  a new 
experience  of  both  unity  and  renewal;  I saw  it  as  a sign  of  our  hope  for  a 
greater  community  of  women  and  men  in  our  church. 

(Incidentally,  the  pastor  wrote  to  the  congregation  on  “The  Sacrament 
of  Baptism”,  preparing  us  for  the  worship,  and  his  text  included  lengthy 
quotations  from  a “World  Council  [of  Churches]  draft  statement  on 
baptism”  — much  of  which  material  is  now  in  paragraphs  1 and  9 of  the 
j Baptism  section  of  BEM.) 

Now  our  situation  is  more  stable,  both  in  terms  of  membership  and  of 
I use  of  buildings  and  facilities.  As  we  try  to  understand  the  present  and 
plan  for  the  future  it  is  very  important  to  remember  the  past,  but  also  not 
i to  dwell  on  it  or  despair  because  of  it. 

The  interviews 

For  some  this  was  the  “heart”  of  our  self-study  process.  It  was  here  that 
persons  who  had  been  through  these  years  at  St  John’s  reflected  most 
i deeply  on  the  changing  roles  and  relationship  of  women  and  men  in  the 
congregation  and  in  society,  and  on  what  this  meant  for  our  life  as  a 
community  and  our  witness  to  the  gospel.  Each  person  at  some  point  in 
the  interview  reached  a deep  level  of  insight  and  truth-telling  from  his  or 
her  experience  of  community  at  St  John’s.  It  was  here  that  the  “voice”  of 
the  congregation  was  heard  most  directly. 

We  were  looking  for  a group  which  would  reflect  the  congregation  in 
its  diversity,  those  who  could  best  remember  the  past,  understand  the 
present,  and  envision  the  future,  who  brought  varying  views  as  to  whether 
we  had  gone  too  far  or  not  far  enough,  those  who  could  reflect  theologi- 
cally on  the  theme  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  in  the  church. 

After  consultation  with  the  session,  the  deacons,  and  the  sponsoring 
committees  within  the  congregation  as  well  as  individuals,  some  52 
persons  were  suggested  for  possible  interviews.  Further  selection  led  to  a 
Final  list  of  sixteen,  all  of  whom  readily  agreed  to  be  interviewed.  This 
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included  both  women  and  men,  and  three  married  couples  who  were 
interviewed  as  couples. 

The  questions  to  be  asked  were  developed  with  equal  care.  It  was 
important  not  to  predetermine  the  issues  and  answers  beforehand,  but: 

— to  get  persons  to  tell  the  story  they  needed  to  tell; 

— to  get  them  to  speak  the  truth  they  knew  and  felt; 

— to  enable  them  to  connect  fact  with  feeling,  past  with  future,  theology 
with  the  everyday  world,  spontaneity  with  thoughtful  reflection. 

A set  of  draft  questions  was  revised  and  amended  by  two  groups  within 
the  congregation  (the  Peace  Committee  and  the  Church  in  the  World 


Among  those  interviewed  were  long-time  members 
of  the  congregation,  Betty  and  Stewart  Kimball 


Commission).  To  allow  time  for  reflection,  the  questions  were  sent  to 
each  person  before  the  interview,  and  each  was  given  the  option  of 
confidentiality  in  making  their  responses.  In  addition  to  getting  basic 
information  and  reflections,  I tried  to  enable  persons  to  connect  their 
personal  stories  with  that  of  the  church,  to  get  at  the  process  of  change  we 
had  experienced  as  a congregation,  to  enable  them  to  connect  thoughts 
with  feelings,  to  look  towards  future  developments,  and  to  lift  their  vision 
beyond  the  present  and  our  own  congregation,  towards  the  future  and  our 
world  as  a whole. 

The  questions  asked  in  the  interviews  included  these: 

— What  is  your  connection  with  St  John’s,  and  what  leadership  roles 
have  you  had? 
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— What  kind  of  community  of  women  and  men  have  you  experienced  at 
St  John’s  in  the  past,  and  how  has  this  changed? 

— Think  about  one  specific  area  of  this  change.  What  was  the  theologi- 
cal, and  the  practical,  meaning  of  this? 

— How  did  it  come  about? 

— How  did  you  feel  about  this?  How  do  you  think  others  felt? 

— What  happened  in  the  church  because  of  this  change?  What  other 
changes  are  most  needed  now? 

— What  is  important  for  you  about  the  global  and  ecumenical  context 
where  the  story  of  St  John’s  will  be  presented? 

— Finally,  what  would  you  like  to  talk  about  that  1 have  left  out? 

An  enormous  amount  of  material  came  from  the  interviews  — twelve 
hours  of  taped  conversation,  which  converted  to  350  pages  of  typed 
transcript. 

The  “table  talk” 

To  broaden  our  consideration  of  the  issues  within  the  life  of  our 
congregation  we  held  a session  of  “table  talk”.  The  purpose  was  not 
only  to  include  more  voices  in  our  study,  but  to  give  persons  a chance  to 
experience  a community  of  women  and  men  reflecting  together  about 
these  issues  in  a small  group.  This  happened  in  the  context  of  a meal, 
with  each  table  having  men  and  women,  old  and  young,  sharing  and 
reflecting  together  on  issues  of  women  and  men  within  the  life  of  our 
congregation. 


Women  and  men,  young  and  old  together... 


90  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


The  first  element  of  the  session  was  a sharing  of  what  persons  had  done 
within  the  congregation  — the  various  jobs  or  roles  which  they  had  had. 
These  were  listed  by  men  and  by  women,  who  then  indicated  which  they 
had  found  to  be  most  satisfying  and  least  satisfying,  and  most  important 
and  least  important. 

Each  table  could  choose  one  of  these  questions  (or  if  time  allowed, 
more  than  one): 

— Do  you  think  St  John’s  has  gone  too  far  or  not  far  enough  in  changes 
to  assure  full  inclusion  of  women  and  men  in  all  areas  of  our  life  and 
work?  What  one  change  is  most  needed  now  — in  either  direction? 

— What  are  the  theological  or  biblical  and  spiritual  reasons  for  seeking 
full  inclusion  and  a fuller  community  of  women  and  men  in  the 
church? 

— What  is  the  most  important  thing  our  congregation  can  say  in  this  area 
for  a global  meeting,  to  a diversity  of  religious  and  cultural  traditions? 

Each  table  was  asked  to  discuss  also  these  questions: 

— Recall  and  discuss  times  when  you  have,  or  have  not,  experienced  a 
true  community  among  women  and  men  at  St  John’s.  What  did  this 
look  like,  and  why  did  it  happen? 

— What  do  you  see  as  the  relationship  between  having  a true  community 
of  women  and  men  in  the  the  church,  and  the  unity  and  renewal  of  the 
church? 

The  retreat 

At  this  stage  it  was  time  for  a smaller,  representative  group  to  focus  on 
our  work  so  far  and  to  begin  thinking  about  what  it  might  mean  for  our 
congregation.  Thus  we  conducted  a retreat  for  some  12  to  15  persons, 
with  the  following  goals: 

— to  share  the  results  of  the  study  so  far  and  to  reflect  together  upon  their 
meaning; 

— to  begin  a shift  in  emphasis  from  the  past  to  the  present  and  future; 

— as  a part  of  this,  to  look  at  specific  problems,  conflicts,  and 
possibilities  which  we  now  recognize  as  a result  of  our  self-study; 

— to  experience  for  ourselves  a deeper  community  of  women  and  men; 

— to  visualize  new  images  of  unity  and  renewal  for  the  people  of  St 
John’s  in  the  future:  these  new  images  included: 

— Sheffield  as  a model  of  community; 

— the  family  as  a model  for  community; 

— the  dance  as  a model  of  harmony  and  grace; 

— the  quilt  as  a model  of  diversity  in  harmony. 
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I will  not  describe  the  discussions  in  detail  because  these  will  be 
covered  in  my  conclusions  later  on.  It  is  significant  that  we  sought 
consciously  to  experience  deeper  community  — we  had  a sense  by  this 
time  that  we  had  to  try  to  model  the  theme  we  had  committed  ourselves 
to,  that  our  own  meetings  and  process  had  to  reflect  community.  You  will 
note  also  how  a historical/programme  model  (Sheffield),  a traditional 
model  (the  family),  and  two  artistic/material  models  (the  dance,  the  quilt) 
were  serving  as  stimulus  and  inspiration  to  our  work. 

I do  want  to  mention  one  aspect  of  our  community-building  because  it 
became  such  an  integral  part  of  our  project,  and  because  it  is  such  a 
beautiful  concept  in  itself.  This  was  the  beginning  of  work  on  our  “Fabric 


“Tlic  fabric  of  the  church”:  a quilt  and  quitter  ( Peggy  Kitchen) 


; of  the  Church”  quilt,  which  later  became  a central  symbol  of  our 
I connectedness,  diversity,  beauty,  and  usefulness  in  the  church,  and  of  our 
participation  in  the  self-study  leading  to  Prague.  Such  a quilt  is  made 
I from  squares  of  cloth,  each  with  its  special  story  and  unique  significance, 
i brought  by  different  persons.  We  felt  it  is  a good  symbol  for  God’s  people 
because  it  tells  a story,  and  helps  us  remember  it;  it  is  built  of  things 
connected  together,  and  shows  our  connectedness  to  each  other  and  to 
God;  it  becomes  a beautiful  treasure;  it  is  useful,  practical;  it  helps  people 
by  keeping  them  warm,  and  symbolizes  nurturing.  Colours  may  clash, 
but  there  is  a pattern  big  enough  to  include  them,  because  God’s  design  is 
big  enough  to  have  room  for  all.  Finally,  it’s  hard  to  put  together,  but 
even  harder  to  take  apart! 
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The  worship 

One  high  point  of  the  project  was  a worship  service  lifting  up  the 
themes  of  our  study,  and  giving  them  a liturgical  shape  and  expression. 
The  service  united  the  concern  for  deeper  and  fuller  community  of  women 
and  men  in  the  church  with  concerns  for  the  unity  of  the  church  and  its 
mission.  Prayers  from  former  World  Council  of  Churches  consultations 
(including  Sheffield)  and  Assemblies  were  used,  as  an  expression  of  our 
commitment  to  the  unity  of  the  church.  A communion  cloth  previously 
used  at  St  John’s  was  used  again,  as  a symbol  of  remembering  and 
honouring  our  own  history  as  a congregation.  A man  and  a woman 
together  removed  the  cloth  from  the  table,  as  a statement  of  dedication  to 
partnership,  and  mutuality  of  leadership.  Special  attention  was  given  to 
our  language  in  this  service,  to  be  sure  that  it  was  inclusive  of  all  persons, 
and  as  a statement  of  our  commitment  to  continuing  renewal . The  elders 
serving  communion  were  persons  who  had  been  interviewed  during  the 
study  process;  and  I preached  on  the  theme  of  unity  and  wholeness,  with 
the  title  “Nothing  can  separate  us”.  People  had  been  asked  to  bring 
squares  of  fabric  to  be  included  in  the  quilt  which  had  been  begun  on  the 
retreat,  and  the  quilt  itself  was  a central  theme  in  my  sermon. 

In  my  journal  notes  not  too  long  before  this  I had  quoted  the  following 
passage  from  In  Search  of  Our  Mother's  Gardens  by  Alice  Walker:1 

In  the  Smithsonian  Institution  in  Washington  D.C.  there  hangs  a quilt 
unlike  any  other  in  the  world.  In  fanciful,  inspired,  and  yet  simple  and 
identifiable  figures,  it  portrays  the  story  of  the  crucifixion.  It  is  considered  rare 
beyond  price.  Though  it  follows  no  known  pattern  of  quilt-making,  and 
though  it  is  made  of  bits  and  pieces  of  worthless  rags,  it  is  obviously  the  work 
of  a person  of  powerful  imagination  and  deep  spiritual  feeling.  Below  this 
quilt  I saw  a note  that  says  it  was  made  by  “an  anonymous  Black  woman  in 
Alabama  a hundred  years  ago”. 

In  a way  our  quilt  was  like  a “sequel”  to  that  one,  and  I pointed  out  that 
remembering  and  recalling  the  crucifixion  as  that  one  did  — and  as  we 
were  going  to  do  in  our  communion  service  that  morning  — calls  us  to 
remember  how  we  are  Christ’s  body  in  the  world,  that  community  should 
lead  to  service. 

The  commissioning 

1 would  finally  like  to  mention  the  commissioning  service  held  at  St 
John’s,  through  which  its  people  (along  with  representatives  of  the 
Graduate  Theological  Union  and  of  the  Center  for  Women  and  Religion) 
formally  sent  me  to  Prague.  The  blessing  given  by  Mary  Cross,  director 
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of  the  Center  for  Women  and  Religion,  included  these  words:  “May  you 
be  protected  in  your  travel,  inspired  in  your  message,  loved  in  your 
associations,  and  joyous  in  your  return.”  The  statement  of  faith  and 
mission  by  the  congregation  was  taken  from  a proposed  life  and  mission 
statement  being  recommended  to  the  general  assembly  of  our  denomina- 
tion. It  echoed  the  themes  we  had  been  struggling  with: 

We  are  one  part  of  the  body  of  Christ:  a community  of  mutual  interdepend- 
ence in  which  diversity  contributes  to  wholeness. 

We  are  called  to  live  according  to  the  model  of  the  suffering  servant:  poured 
out  on  behalf  of  all  people. 

We  are  becoming  a new  creation  by  the  power  of  God’s  grace:  to  proclaim 
the  good  news  of  Christ  and  to  manifest  the  justice  of  God. 

There  was  also  a later  commissioning  by  the  Presbytery  of  San 
Francisco  in  the  context  of  worship.  So  you  will  see  that  I came  to  Prague 
with  a strong  sense  of  representing  the  church  at  different  levels,  of 
bringing  with  me  the  experience  and  hopes  of  many. 

Our  experiences  and  reflections 

Our  results  are  not  easily  summarized,  but  I want  to  indicate  the  most 
important  insights  which  came  through  our  self-study  process.  I will 
begin  with  some  remarks  on  the  meaning  of  the  process  itself  for  us. 
Throughout  the  past  years,  and  in  the  staff  changes  which  our  church 
underwent  there  were,  as  you  can  well  imagine,  some  difficult  and 
painful  elements  which  left  our  people  sad,  angry,  and  confused  (and 
sometimes  relieved!).  But  often  no  outlets  were  available  for  them  to 
express  and  deal  with  these  feelings,  either  as  individuals  or  as  a 
congregation. 

This  self-study  has  been  our  chance  as  a congregation  to  reflect 
! systematically  on  this  experience.  Both  our  new  pastor  and  I feel  that 
St  John’s  participation  in  the  “case  study”  has  given  us  an  opportunity 
! to  deal  with  it  on  the  level  of  the  issues  involved,  rather  than  that  of 
personalities.  Contrary  to  what  some  might  have  expected,  raising  and 
i discussing  these  matters  openly  has  not  “divided”  the  church;  it  was 
the  situation  which  threatened  to  be  divisive,  and  the  study  gave  us  the 
chance  to  begin  dealing  with  it.  It  has  helped  us  recognize,  acknowl- 
edge and  face  openly  the  frustration  and  pain  which  has  been  a part  of 
our  life  together  over  the  past  years  of  change  in  the  world  about  us 
and  in  our  congregation.  Thus  it  has  been  a helpful  and  healing 
process  for  us. 


94  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 

This  succeeded  partly  because  we  tried  to  make  the  study  itself  as 
inclusive  as  possible,  a kind  of  model  of  community  itself.  This  was 
crucial  in  making  sure  that  the  study  united  rather  than  divided  us.  We 
discovered  the  need  for  women  and  men  to  teach  each  other;  the  value  and 
need  in  both  men  and  women  experiencing  the  freedom  of  knowing  their 
own  individual  gifts;  the  need  to  talk  about  the  issues  rather  than  avoiding 
them;  the  need  to  talk  about  our  history,  to  share  our  church  tradition,  to 
help,  as  someone  put  it,  30  year-olds  learn  from  80  year-olds. 

Although  we  focused  on  issues  of  women  and  men,  we  recognized  that 
there  are  many  other  aspects  in  our  experience.  And  having  addressed 
discrimination  by  sex,  we  recognize  that  there  are  many  other  differences 
between  people  based  on  their  interests,  styles,  personalities,  etc.  which 
can  be  overcome  only  by  knowing  each  other  at  a deep  level  as  persons. 

We  learned  that  while  we  had  diverse  opinions  about  whether  we  had 
gone  “too  far”  or  not  far  enough,  we  agreed  that  the  main  criteria  should 
not  be  gaining  or  losing  membership  but  whether  we  acted  as  we  “had  to” 
from  the  gospel.  In  other  words  we  recognized  a common  value  — our 
Christian  faith  — even  while  we  differed  about  its  interpretation  on 
specific  issues.  It  was  this  sense  of  belonging  to  the  same  community, 
imperfect  as  it  was,  that  enabled  us  to  remain  together  even  when  we 
differed  and  struggled  over  issues. 

This  was  symbolized  by  one  especially  hopeful  sign.  This  is  the  fact 
that  throughout  all  our  changes,  the  percentage  of  women  and  men  in  St 
John’s  has  remained  virtually  the  same.  Although  the  membership  as  a 
whole  has  declined,  there  is  no  indication  of  a “mass  exodus”  of  either 
women  or  of  men.  Women  as  a group  did  not  flee  the  congregation 
because  they  felt  under-represented  in  leadership;  nor  did  men  as  a group 
leave  when  women  began  to  assume  increased  leadership  roles.  In  fact  a 
higher  percentage  of  men  now  attends  St  John’s  than  did  10  years  ago,  as 
the  percentage  of  women  has  declined  from  66  percent  in  1974  to  60 
percent  in  1984.  Through  our  changes  we  have  been  moving  towards  a 
community  that  was  more  balanced,  not  less. 

Now  I want  to  indicate  the  two  central  themes  which  emerged  from  the 
interviews  and  were  reflected,  in  other  ways,  throughout  our  study  as  a 
whole.  The  first  was  the  theme  of  family.  This  was  raised  by  many 
persons,  eager  to  reflect  in  a Christian  context  on  such  social  issues  as 
changing  roles  within  the  family,  new  possibilities  of  family  relation- 
ships, and  the  loss  of  some  traditional  understandings  of  the  family.  They 
raised  profound  questions  about  the  value  of  the  family,  the  meaning  of 
“home”,  and  the  importance  of  traditional  family  roles.  They  asked  what 
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Community  expressed  through  shared  minis- 
try: the  Rev.  Sandra  W.  Park  and  the  Rev. 
Thomas  McKnight,  associate  pastor  and  pas- 
tor of  St  John  ’ s 


is  a Christian  response  to  the  growing  numbers  of  single  persons,  single 
parents,  divorce,  women  heads  of  households  (now  a major  population 
group  in  the  United  States),  and  other  issues  which  our  tradition  of  the 
“nuclear  family”  has  not  prepared  the  church  to  deal  with.  They  asked: 
“What  really  is  a family?  In  light  of  all  this,  what  is  the  meaning  of  the 
traditional  understanding  of  the  church  as  a ‘family’?  How  does  the 
church  minister  to  all  its  members  in  the  midst  of  these  new  social 
realities?” 

We  did  not  settle  on  answers  to  these  questions,  but  obviously  the 
symbol  of  family  was  deeply  important  to  our  congregation.  This  raises 
the  question  of  how  single  persons  can  be  brought  within  this  symbol 
rather  than  feeling  excluded  by  it. 

A second  and  closely  related  issue  was  that  of  roles  of  women  and  men. 
This  was  a broad  discussion,  and  some  men  spoke  very  honestly  about 
their  embarrassment  with 
assuming  “feminine”  roles 
(e.g.  helping  wash  up  after 
church  suppers)  — while 
they  would  do  it  if  necessary, 
they  resented  this  being  pre- 
sented as  a “principle  or 
necessity”.  But  we  returned 
again  and  again  to  the  issue 
of  leadership  roles  of  women 
at  all  levels  in  the  life  of  the 
church,  on  church  boards 
and  commissions,  the  ses- 
sion, as  deacons;  as  clergy; 
of  leadership  in  women’s  or- 
ganizations; and  the  unique 
role  of  the  pastor’s  wife. 

For  some,  traditional 
patterns  remained  norma- 
tive. Some  women  and  men 
felt  that  male  leadership  was 
a “given”  for  family  life, 
and  that  male  leadership  in 
churches  might  be  necessary 
to  keep  men  involved  in  the 
church. 
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Others  struggled  to  accept  new  possibilities  and  options  in  their  lives. 
We  experienced  again  and  again  how  difficult  it  is  to  change,  and  how 
much  pain  can  be  involved.  A striking  example  was  one  of  the  first 
women  to  be  elected  elder,  who  had  participated  in  functions  of  church 
government,  but  still  hesitated  to  offer  the  elements  in  communion.  It 
was  a very  moving  moment  when,  as  a result  of  reflection  and 
involvement  in  the  study,  she  felt  able  to  assume  this  additional  role;  she 
experienced  this  as  a liberation  and  the  acceptance  of  new  possibilities 
in  her  life. 

In  our  reflections  we  began  to  identify  distinctive  priorities  and 
leadership  patterns  as  typical  of  women  and  of  men,  and  we  saw  how 
these  differences  had  been  reflected  in  congregational  discussion  and 
decisions  about  the  use  of  money,  buildings  and  facilities,  about  mission 
priorities,  language  in  worship,  and  the  role  of  women  ministers. 

It  is  important  to  remember  that  we  were  not  speaking  generally  or  in 
the  abstract,  but  on  the  basis  of  our  experience  with  changing  leadership 
patterns  in  our  congregation,  and  with  women  in  leadership  roles.  For 
fifteen  years  now  the  session  has  been  about  50  percent  men  and  50 
percent  women;  the  Board  of  Deaconesses  was  dissolved  in  1966,  in 
favour  of  using  the  term  “deacon”  for  either  men  or  women  (and  since 
then  men  and  women  have  served  as  deacons  in  about  equal  numbers). 
For  fifteen  years  we  have  had  women  on  the  professional  ministerial 
staff  (though  never  as  the  senior  staff  or  sole  pastor,  or  even  in  full-time 
service).  For  years  we  have  as  a congregation  encouraged  women 
seminary  students  and  supported  many  women  who  are  now  pastors 
elsewhere.  Women  have  been  most  active  in  developing  the  new 
ministries  of  our  congregation,  such  as  day  care  centres  and  programmes 
for  the  elderly.  And  of  course  they  have  been  extremely  active  in 
education,  groups  and  activities,  and  providing  “support”  for  all  areas  of 
our  life. 

This  makes  it  all  the  more  striking  that  although  both  session  and  the 
deacons  now  have  both  men  and  women,  the  functional  committees  still 
tend  to  be  more  one  or  the  other,  men  continue  to  predominate  (as 
chair  men)  on  commissions,  and  the  central  structures  of  programmatic 
and  financial  power  in  our  congregation  have  continued  to  be  “male 
bastions”:  only  one  or  two  women  have  ever  been  clerk  of  Session;  only 
one  or  two  women  have  been  chair  of  the  Budget  Commission;  the 
Trustees  have  had  only  token  representation  of  women;  and  the 
Resources  and  Management  Committee  has  been  heavily  dominated  by 


men. 
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We  realized  that  in  a sense  St  John’s  was  actually  “two  churches”, 
claiming  a common  life,  sharing  one  name,  building  and  worship,  but 
distinct  in  the  kind  and  level  of  participation,  on  one  side  “culture 
bearers”  and  on  the  other  “money  and  power  keepers”,  with  the  women 
I providing  support  services,  fund-raising,  educational  and  caring  program- 
mes, and  emotional  nurture  in  a whole  range  of  activities  and  groups,  and 
the  men  exercising  authority  over  basic  programme  priorities,  spending  of 
funds,  and  buildings  and  facilities.  We  experienced  this  division  between 
the  “men’s  church”  and  the  “women’s  church”  as  painful,  and  damaging 
to  our  life  as  a congregation.  As  I will  mention  later  on,  overcoming  this 
division  is  our  greatest  challenge  at  the  present  time. 

This  led  us  to  reflect  on  the  nature  of  community,  and  on  what 
promotes  (or  hinders)  the  growth  of  community.  We  were  clear  about 
what  community  was  not.  We  had  noted  from  our  own  experience  that  a 
breakdown  of  community  often  occurred  when  problems  needed  to  be 
solved  — that  the  men  in  the  group  often  tended  to  “take  over”  with  a 
particular  style  of  problem-solving,  anxious  to  get  “results”  quickly  and 
efficiently.  Others  noted  that  community  was  lost  when  others  simply  told 
them  what  to  do,  leaving  no  room  for  movement,  for  one’s  own  style.  It 
I was  abundantly  clear  that  there  would  be  no  unity  or  renewal  when  one 
I person,  or  a few,  were  “calling  the  shots”. 

We  had  learned  that  God  delivers  and  frees  us  in  order  to  connect  us  — 
to  God,  to  ourselves,  to  each  other,  and  to  the  earth  on  which  we  live.  We 
i saw  that  if  this  “connectedness”  negates  or  denies  the  freedom  or 
wholeness  of  any  part  of  it,  then  it  is  not  the  community  that  God  in  Christ 
offers  and  enables,  and  that  if  we  are  connected  to  God’s  love  through 
Christ,  then  nothing  can  undo  or  separate  us  from  it. 

We  recognized  then  that  looking  at  the  community  of  women  and 
men  is  an  issue  of  justice,  and  an  issue  of  compassion.  If  any  one  group 
| in  the  church  retains  or  attains  power  and  the  cost  is  disempowerment, 
exclusion,  or  the  demeaning  of  another,  we  are  not  being  faithful  to  the 
gospel.  If  theology  “looks  the  other  way”  on  issues  of  justice  or 
compassion,  or  chooses  one  to  the  exclusion  of  the  other,  then  we  are 
not  being  faithful. 

Thus  adequate  and  genuine  participation  is  a key  to  community.  In  fact 
in  our  experience  participation  is  crucial.  Church  events  where  lay 
persons  were  not  included  in  the  planning  tended  to  isolate  them,  and 
reinforce  an  idea  of  the  church  as  “belonging”  to  the  clergy.  When  lay- 
persons were  involved  in  planning,  it  was  equally  important  to  avoid 
“cliques”  forming  among  them;  these  could  also  assume  control,  isolating 
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those  who  are  “outsiders”  and  making  them  feel  cut  off  from  the  whole 
church.  On  the  other  hand,  community  appeared  to  develop  when  there 
was  give  and  take  between  persons,  when  they  allowed  themselves  to  be 
vulnerable,  when  they  were  sensitive  to  recognize  what  skills  others  have, 
and  what  abilities  they  want  to  share  with  the  congregation. 

We  found  that  the  concern  for  community  did  not  lead  us  to  be  self- 
centred  as  a congregation.  The  last  question  I asked  in  each  interview 
was:  “What  do  you  have  to  say  to  the  global  and  ecumenical  context 
where  this  study  will  be  presented?”  One  answer  was  particularly  strik- 
ing. It  was  a lay  woman  who  said:  “I  believe  there  isn’t  any  issue  on  the 
face  of  this  earth  that  will  be  solved  until  people  have  an  individual 
feeling  and  sense  of  God,  and  you  cannot  have  that,  and  a personal 
knowledge  of  God,  if  you  are  cut  out  of  the  church.  And  if  sexism  is 
continually  practised  around  the  world  in  the  churches,  then  there  will  be 
a lot  of  issues  not  solved  because  50  percent  of  the  population  will  not 
have  that  feeling  and  will  not  be  able  to  participate.”  Thus  deeper 
community  does  not  exist  for  itself,  but  is  a way  to  more  extensive 
mission  and  service. 

Conclusion 

Such  is  the  story  of  St  John’s.  As  we  look  to  the  future,  what  are  our 
needs,  hopes  and  dreams  as  a congregation?  Our  deep  hope  was  that  in 
the  process  of  developing  this  study,  God’s  people  at  St  John’s  would  be 
enabled  to  hear  and  to  talk  to  each  other  in  new  ways,  ways  that  enable  us 
to  envision  a future  where  our  sense  of  community  with  each  other  would 
be  deeper  and  stronger  and  we  would  all  be  empowered  to  work  for  God’s 
justice  and  wholeness  in  the  church  and  in  the  world. 

We  are  still  a diverse  congregation,  and  there  are  still  different  feelings 
among  us  about  the  right  way  to  use  our  space,  how  to  maintain  it,  and 
how  to  raise  the  money  to  employ  the  staff  who  can  use  the  buildings  and 
facilities  as  an  instrument  of  our  mission  and  ministry.  But  although  these 
differences  remain  they  do  not  seem  as  threatening  or  destructive  as 
before. 

The  greatest  challenge  we  face  now  is  to  incorporate  what  we  have 
experienced  and  learned  in  our  self-study  into  our  life  as  a congregation.  I 
spoke  earlier  about  our  sense  of  being  “two  churches”.  We  have  identified 
divisions  within  our  common  life,  and  begun  to  face  the  pain  which  they 
cause.  Now  we  seek  to  heal  the  divisions,  and  integrate  these  “two 
churches”  into  the  one  body  of  Christ  at  St  John’s.  We  ask  your  prayers  as 
we  continue  on  our  journey. 
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1 In  Search  of  our  Mothers’  Gardens:  Womanist  Prose,  New  York,  Harcourt,  Brace, 
Jovanovich,  1983. 
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“Men  and  Women:  Equal  Partners 
in  the  Christian  Community”: 
an  Orthodox  Point  of  View 

GENNADIOS  LIMOURIS 


The  following  paper  is  not  a philosophical  essay  but  a theological 
reflection  on  the  foundations  of  an  authentic  attitude  to  the  role  and  place  of 
women  and  men  in  the  ecclesial  community  from  an  Orthodox  standpoint, 
in  an  ecclesiological  perspective  and,  above  all,  in  the  light  of  their 
fundamental  being.  It  is  not  just  a question  of  achieving  a certain  objectiv- 
ity here,  i.e.,  going  beyond  the  usual  myths,  stereotypes  and  prejudices, 
but  above  all  of  remaining  within  an  Orthodox  tradition  which  has  so  much 
to  teach  us  about  this  theme;  in  other  words  treating  women  and  men, 
partners  “divinized”  by  the  Creator,  as  subjects  and  not  merely  as  objects. 

What  we  have  to  do,  therefore,  is  to  identify  certain  profoundly 
spiritual  theological  truths  which  can  provide  the  basis  for  concrete 
attitudes  enabling  us  to  reunite  certain  fundamental  values  which  are  the 
living  source  of  our  analysis.  In  the  last  analysis  the  standpoint  we  must 
adopt  here  is  not  that  of  mythology  or  desires  but  that  of  an  ecclesiologi- 
cal vision  illuminated  by  the  unity  of  the  Church,  within  the  present  need 
for  the  renewal  of  the  human  community. 

It  seems  that  generations  of  ecclesiastical  writers,  celibate  by  vocation 
or  psychological  conditioning,  have  ignored  or  rejected  the  encounter  of 
the  first  man  and  the  first  woman  in  a plenitude  and  an  innocence  — a 
nostalgia  which  can  still  be  discerned  even  in  the  desperate  search  for 
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j eroticism;  this  “great  mystery”  restored  by  Christ.  The  eros  of  the 
! beginning  has  simply  been  equated  with  genitality  and  closely  linked  with 
; the  Fall  of  humanity.  Is  it  not  the  case,  for  certain  church  fathers,  that 
God  created  woman  in  anticipation  of  the  Fall  and  in  order  to  ensure  the 
J continuance  of  the  species,  the  only  justification  for  marriage  being,  adds 
the  great  Russian  theologian  Paul  Evdokimov  ironically,  to  produce  a 
monk  from  time  to  time?1 

It  was  in  terms  of  the  metaphor  of  eros , moreover,  that  the  miracle  of 
I Cana  was  performed.  It  was  Christ’s  first  miracle  and  the  account  of  it  is 
read  in  the  Orthodox  marriage  service.  It  was  the  vision  of  it  which 
| confirmed  the  vocation  of  Alyosha  in  The  Brothers  Karamazov.  Human 
i love  ceases  then  to  be  “the  loss  of  virginity”  but  is  its  highest  fulfilment  in 
; the  divine.  At  this  ignition  point,  says  Berdyaev,  the  transfiguration,  the 
| renewal  of  the  world,  begins.2 

I.  Men  and  women  in  the  vision  of  God 

The  difference  between  men  and  women  is  a radical  and  profound  one 
which  reaches  into  the  depths  of  consciousness  and  affects  every  form  of 
human  behaviour.  It  is  at  the  very  origin  of  life.  It  is  stated  in  Genesis 
| (1:27):  “God  created  man  in  his  own  image,  in  the  image  of  God  He 
I created  him;  male  and  female  He  created  them.”  His  will  was  that  they 
should  be  one,  that  they  should  be  “one  flesh”  (Gen.  2:24).  Physically 
and  psychologically  men  and  women  are  complementary. 

Primarily,  of  course,  they  are  defined  in  relation  to  God  their  creator; 
they  are  each  in  the  image  of  God;  they  are  each  called  to  be  “divinized”. 
This  is  their  fundamental  and  ultimate  role  in  the  universe.  But  they  are  in 
the  image  of  God  also  in  their  union  and  the  unity  of  their  love:  the  one  is 
with  and  for  the  other.  Each  is  defined  in  relation  to  the  other.  Yet  it  is 
also  clear  from  Genesis  that  when  men  and  women  turn  away  from  God, 

I when  God  is  no  longer  present  in  their  union,  they  lose  their  original 
! innocence.  They  then  become  conscious  of  a void  within  themselves;  they 
experience  anguish;  they  become  conscious  of  their  nudity.  It  is  then  that 
the  man  accuses  the  woman  and  seeks  to  dominate  her.  Their  “agapic” 

| unity  is  wounded,  broken,  divided,  they  become  rivals.  They  are  no 
longer  one  flesh. 

They  are  then  in  danger  of  turning  inwards  in  themselves  and  shutting 
themselves  up  in  a closed  world.  They  at  once  seek  power  and  possession 
in  the  hope  of  filling  the  void  in  their  own  souls.  But  the  really  important 
thing  for  a human  being  is  to  be  open  towards  others  and  towards  one 
| another,  to  create  links  with  them,  to  enter  into  a world  of  love,  of 
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communion  (koinonia)  and  giving,  of  sharing  and  welcome.  We  cannot 
do  this  fully,  however,  unless  we  are  reconciled  with  God  our  Creator  and 
have  rediscovered  God’s  presence  within  ourselves. 

The  attraction  of  men  and  women  for  one  another  also  tends  towards 
transcendence  of  another  isolation,  that  of  death.  Beyond  and  above 
individual  attraction  and  choice,  at  the  inmost  centre  of  their  being,  there 
is  a summons  to  communicate  life  to  a new  human  being. 

The  Christian  vision  of  the  human  being  is  very  different  from  the 
vision  which  is  extolled  in  industrialized  societies.  In  being  made  flesh, 
the  Word  comes  to  reveal  the  supreme  dignity  of  each  person , and  above 
all,  of  the  poorest,  and  to  summon  them  to  life  in  a community  united  as 
one  body,  an  ecclesial  community.  The  last  are  the  first.  The  values  are 
not  power  or  social  influence,  wealth  or  human  glory,  or  even  individual 
liberty  as  an  end  in  itself.  The  values  are  those  of  the  love  which  is 
practised  in  this  “body”. 

II.  The  charisms  of  women  and  men 

According  to  St  Paul’s  luminous  image,  the  Church  is  the  “whole 
body,  joined  and  knit  together  by  every  joint  with  which  it  is  supplied, 
when  each  part  is  working  properly”  which  “makes  bodily  growth  and 
upbuilds  itself  in  love”  (Eph.  4:16).  The  context  of  this  verse  clearly 
refers  to  charisms  received  by  each  for  the  service  of  the  whole  Church 
where  they  complement  each  other.  The  charismatic  reality  of  the  human 
being  is  therefore  essential  for  our  theme. 

The  disturbance  of  the  balance  in  history  makes  it  easy  to  ask  the  wrong 
questions.  “The  question  of  woman”  is  one  example.  When  men  ask 
themselves  this  question  without  asking  the  question  about  themselves, 
they  isolate  themselves,  cut  themselves  off  from  the  limpid  springs  of 
life,  set  a question  mark  against  their  intelligence  and  show  themselves  to 
be  out  of  date. 

In  a thoroughly  masculine  world  where  patriarchy  prevails,  men  use 
their  minds  to  rationalize  human  nature  and  life,  lose  their  cosmic 
connections  with  heaven  and  nature  as  well  as  with  women  as  the 
complementary  mystery  of  their  own  being. 

Woman  has  her  way  of  being,  her  own  mode  of  existence,  the  gift  of 
weaving  her  being  with  her  distinctive  relation  to  God,  to  others,  to 
herself.  Despite  the  distortions  from  which  woman  sometimes  suffers  in 
history,  at  the  deepest  level  of  her  being  she  preserves  the  mystery  of  her 
nature  and  her  charisms:  all  designated  by  St  Paul  in  the  amazingly  rich 
symbol  of  “the  veil”  (1  Cor.  1 1),  an  evident  sign  of  the  sacred.  The  great 
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whore  of  Babylon  (Rev.  17),  on  the  contrary,  profanes  and  degrades  her 
womanhood  qua  religious  essence  of  her  femininity.  She  tears  her  “veil”, 
strips,  shrugs  off  her  feminine  mystery,  the  fiat  decreeing  her  eternal 
motherhood.  And  this  is  the  mystery  which  every  woman  must  unravel  if 
! she  is  to  read  in  it  her  own  destiny,  her  own  vocation,  her  own  charisms. 

What  is  set  forth  in  the  biblical  account  of  the  first  pair  — Adam-Eve  — 
is  the  original  archetype  of  the  consubstantiality  of  complementary  princi- 
ples. These  complementary  principles  are  polarized  by  the  Fall  and  hence- 
forth the  choice  is  between  the  struggle  of  opposites,  on  the  one  hand,  and 
on  the  other,  the  mutual  acceptance  and  complementarity  of  differences 
with  the  object  of  making  of  them  one  “new  creature”  in  Christ. 

Moreover,  men  pass  beyond  their  own  being,  are  more  external  to 
themselves:  their  charism,  their  gift  for  expansion,  directs  their  gaze 
beyond  themselves.  They  fill  the  world  with  their  creative  energies,  and 
assert  themselves  as  master  and  conqueror,  engineer  and  builder. 

Alongside  himself  man  receives  woman,  his  helper.  At  one  and  the 
same  time  she  is  his  betrothed,  his  wife,  his  mother.  A woman,  more 
interiorized,  is  quite  comfortable  within  the  limits  of  her  being,  whereby 
she  fills  the  world  with  her  radiant  presence.  As  “the  glory  of  the  man”  (1 
Cor.  1 1:7),  in  her  luminous  purity,  woman  is  as  it  were  a mirror  reflecting 
the  face  of  man,  revealing  him  to  himself  and  correcting  him  in  the 
process.  She  thus  helps  man  to  understand  himself  and  to  realize  the 
meaning  of  his  own  being;  she  completes  him  by  revealing  his  destiny, 
for  it  is  via  the  woman  that  man  becomes  more  easily  what  he  is.  The 
words  of  St  Peter  (1  Pet.  3:4)  are  addressed  to  every  woman  and 
epitomize  a gospel  of  womanhood  concerning  every  woman’s  spiritual 
motherhood.  This  passage  gives  a very  precise  definition  of  the  funda- 
mental charism  of  women:  the  bringing  to  birth  of  the  human  being 
hidden  within  her  heart,  homo  cordis  absconditus. 

Men  tend  more  to  be  interested  only  in  their  own  cause;  the  woman’s 
maternal  instinct,  on  the  contrary,  as  at  the  wedding  in  Cana  (John  2:1- 
10),3  at  once  reveals  the  thirst  even  of  men  for  the  spirit  and  finds  the 
eucharistic  spring  wherewith  to  quench  that  thirst.  It  is  this  ontological 
relationship  of  mother-child  which  makes  woman,  Eve  = “source  of 
life”,  watch  over  all  life  and  being,  protect  life  and  the  world.  In  virtue  of 
her  interiorized  and  universal  charism  of  “maternity”,  every  woman  is 
drawn  towards  the  hungry  and  needy,  and  this  charism  wonderfully 
epitomizes  the  essence  of  the  feminine:  whether  virgin  or  wife,  every 
woman  is  mother  in  aeternum;  this  is  the  “sacramental  character” 
imprinted  in  her  very  deepest  being. 


104  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


If  masculine  love  can  be  defined  by  saying  that  “to  love  is  to  have  need 
of’,  for  the  woman  “to  love  is  to  fill  that  need”,  to  precede  and  anticipate 
it.  “When  Jesus  saw  his  mother,  and  the  disciple  whom  he  loved  standing 
near,  he  said  to  his  mother,  ‘Woman,  behold,  your  son’”  (John  19:26). 
This  is  a fundamental  dominical  saying  which  makes  the  Virgin  Mary,  the 
Theotokos,  a figure  of  the  Church-Mother,  and  every  woman  an  ecclesial 
being.  The  eternal  virgin,  the  eternal  feminine  and  the  eternal  maternal 
are  rooted  in  the  Magna  Mater. 

The  Bible  enables  us  to  see  woman  as  the  predestined  meeting  point 
between  God  and  man. 

Whereas  the  male  participates  in  the  Incarnation  by  his  silence  in  the 
person  of  St  Joseph,  it  is  the  woman  who  utters  the  fiat  for  us  all. 
Corresponding  to  the  creative  fiat  of  the  Father  is  the  humble  fiat  of 
the  “handmaid  of  the  Lord”.  It  would  have  been  impossible  for  Christ 
to  have  taken  flesh  and  blood  if  these  had  not  been  given  freely,  as 
gift,  pure  offering,  by  humanity  in  the  person  of  Mary.  The  Virgin  is 
the  meeting  point,  the  crossroads  and  the  gathering  place  for  the  two 
fiats. 

Figure  of  the  Church,  the  Virgin  is  a personal  embodiment  of  its 
principle  of  motherly  protection;  the  praying  woman  is  the  prayer  of  the 
Church,  the  one  who  intercedes. 

Chastity,  in  Greek,  signifies  wholeness  and  integrity,  the  essence  of  the 
power  to  unite.  An  ancient  liturgical  prayer  addresses  to  the  most  pure 
Theotokos  the  words:  “By  thy  love,  bind  my  soul!”:  make  unity,  the  soul, 
spring  forth  from  the  totality  of  physical  conditions. 

Men,  moreover,  extend  themselves  into  the  world  by  means  of  the 
tools  they  create;  women  do  so  by  the  gift  of  themselves.  They  are  linked 
to  the  rhythms  of  nature  in  the  depths  of  their  being.  If  the  characteristic 
of  men  is  to  act,  the  characteristic  of  women  is  to  be,  and  this  is  the 
religious  state  par  excellence.  Ecstatic  man  exists  in  the  extension  of 
himself,  in  the  projection  of  his  genius  outside  himself  with  the  object  of 
mastering  the  world;  enstatic  woman  is  turned  in  the  direction  of  her 
being,  in  the  direction  of  being.  The  feminine  is  practised  at  the  level  of 
the  ontological  structure;  it  is  not  the  word  but  being,  the  womb  of 
creation.  It  is  the  manifestation  of  Holiness,  this  holiness  of  being  which 
the  demons  find  intolerable. 

III.  Symbols  in  hijstory 

In  the  Didascalia,  the  feminine  is  connected  ontologically  with  the 
mystery  of  the  Holy  Spirit:  “The  deacon  has  the  place  of  Christ  and  you 
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are  to  love  him;  you  are  to  honour  the  deaconesses  in  the  place  of  the  Holy 
Spirit.”  This  is  why  the  woman  is  called  the  “altar”  and  represents  prayer 
in  the  symbolism  of  the  eucharistic  assembly.  She  is  the  image  of  the 
adoring  soul,  humankind  transformed  into  prayer. 

In  the  famous  fresco  of  St  Calixtus  in  Rome,  the  man  raises  his  hand 
above  the  bread  of  the  offertory  and  it  is  the  sacrificer,  the  bishop,  the  One 
who  acts,  who  celebrates.  Behind  him  is  the  praying  woman,  the  orante, 
pure  offering  and  total  gift.  Exercising  her  charism  of  protection,  she  lifts 
up  life,  the  world,  human  beings,  towards  God.  She,  then,  the  woman 
under  the  sign  of  the  Spirit  who  “broods”  (using  the  Hebrew  word  from 
the  creation  narrative),  is  a sign  of  the  paraclete,  the  Advocate,  and  the 
Comforter. 

The  ordained  priesthood,  the  episcopate,  the  priests  and  deacons,  is 
a masculine  role  of  witness.  The  bishop  attests  the  saving  validity  of 
the  sacraments  and  has  the  power  to  celebrate  them;  he  has  the  charism 
of  supervising  the  purity  of  the  deposit  of  faith  and  he  exercises 
pastoral  authority.  The  ministry  of  women  appertains  to  the  feminine 
royal  priesthood;  this  does  not  consist  in  the  functions  attributed  to  it 
but  in  its  very  nature.  The  ordained  ministry  (the  priest-hood)  is  not 
found  among  her  charisms  and  would  be  a betrayal  of  her  being.  The 
personalized  vocation  in  the  Virgin  Mary,  however,  is  not  inferior  but 
quite  simply  different,  and  here  we  come  very  close  to  the  heart  of  our 
subject. 

Monastic  spirituality  is  extremely  revealing  here.  Whereas  at  all  other 
levels  women  seem  sometimes  to  be  inferior  beings  to  men,  at  the 
charismatic  level,  on  the  contrary,  there  is  complete  equality  between 
men  and  women.  Clement  of  Alexandria  notes:  “The  virtue  of  man  and 
of  woman  is  one  and  the  same,  a conduct  of  the  same  nature.”4 
Theodoret  of  Cyr  notes  that  women  “have  struggled  not  less  but  even 
more  than  men...  with  a feebler  nature  they  have  shown  the  same 
determination  as  men”5.  Their  strong  point  is  the  “divine  charity”  and  a 
special  gift  of  attachment  to  Christ.  No  one  regards  them  as  inferiors; 
they  are  deemed  capable  of  providing  monastics  (men  and  women)  with 
spiritual  guidance  on  equal  terms  with  men.  A charismatic  woman, 
theophotistos , illuminated  by  God,  is  given  the  title  of  ammas  or 
spiritual  mother.6  More  often  than  not  they  are  the  “mothers”  of  their 
monastery  just  as  St  Pachomius  was  the  “father”  of  his.  So  it  is  that  in 
the  monastic  tradition  we  find  an  Abbe  Isaiah  compiling  a collection  of 
sayings  of  “mothers”,  the  Materikon , similar  to  the  Paterikon  of 
spiritual  sayings  of  the  Desert  Fathers. 
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IV.  Differences  and  likenesses 

Men  and  women  are,  above  all,  persons  created  in  the  image  of  the 
personal  and  trinitarian  God  in  whom  unity  and  difference  coexist 
ineffably  in  the  equal  dignity  of  persons.  The  definition  of  “person”  — a 
term  introduced  into  philosophical  language  via  trinitarian  theology  — 
implies  its  transcendence  in  respect  of  biological,  social  and  cultural 
dimensions.  Like  the  ineffable  personal  God,  “the  human  being  is  a 
mystery”  according  to  Gregory  of  Nyssa.  Persons  fulfill  their  potential, 
however,  in  different  ways.  The  inexpressible  and  non-objectifiable 
personal  difference  is  compatible  with  a sexually  differentiated  nature. 
According  to  Genesis,  this  is  the  will  of  the  Creator:  “So  God  created  man 
(av0QCOJiog)  in  his  own  image;  male  (avf|p)  and  female  he  created  them” 
(Gen.  1:27). 7 

In  the  present  stage  of  empirical  psychology,  the  differences  between 
men  and  woman  are  difficult  to  determine.  Certain  stereotypes  may  be 
mentioned:  strength  as  opposed  to  weakness,  gentleness  as  opposed  to 
violence,  intuition  and  spontaneity  as  opposed  to  rationality  and  self- 
mastery  — none  of  these  are  an  exclusive  feature  of  one  or  the  other  sex. 
In  large  measure,  the  ideal  man  and  the  ideal  woman  are  the  products  of 
historical  cultures.  The  Orthodox  Christian  will  insist  that  in  Christ  and 
the  Theotokos  he  finds  the  revelation  of  the  eternal  archetypes.  Is  this  to 
say  that,  beyond  biology  and  social  psychology,  there  is  no  deeper 
universal  archetypal  profile  corresponding  to  them  in  the  human  ipux'H 
(soul)?  There  is  one  question  arising,  however:  Is  Mary  not  the  expression 
of  humanity  as  a whole,  men  and  women?  The  one  who  receives,  the  one 
in  whom  the  God-man  is  to  come? 

In  contrast  to  abstract  idealism,  Orthodox  anthropology  attaches  great 
importance  to  the  body.  Following  the  direction  of  biblical  anthropology 
and  language,  it  emphasizes  the  structure  and  symbolic  significance  of 
human  bodiliness;  by  means  of  the  images  and  metaphors  made  possible 
by  this  symbolism,  we  are  able  to  envisage  the  Wholly  Other  God.  Such 
is  the  dignity  of  the  human  body,  female  as  well  as  male;  the  basis  of  the 
virtual  transfiguration  of  all  its  activities  in  the  radiant  light  of  Christ, 
beyond  the  Fall  and  sin.  This  awareness  of  a symbolism  of  the  body  and 
of  the  possibility  of  transfiguration  would  appear  to  be  characteristic  of 
Orthodoxy.  In  biblical  anthropology,  moreover,  the  human  being,  a 
person  sexually  differentiated,  is  understood  as  a simultaneously 
psychosomatic  and  spiritual  whole  which  is  called  to  become  the  temple 
of  the  Holy  Spirit.  Without  destroying  them,  respecting  in  both  men  and 
women  their  distinctive  mode  of  “being  in  the  world”  and  of  being  “in  the 
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image  of  God”,  the  one  Spirit  incorporates  them  into  the  Church,  the 
Body  of  Christ  (ompa  Xqiotou).  From  an  angle  particularly  evident  in 
the  prophet  Hosea  and  later  on  in  St  Paul,  masculinity  points  to  Him  like 
whom  humankind  is  not  and  never  will  be,  namely  the  transcendent  God, 
the  Creator,  the  Giver.  Femininity,  on  the  contrary,  announces  the 
mystery  of  the  immanent  God,  the  God  who  in  His  grace  spreads  out  over 
the  whole  of  His  creation  with  the  purpose  of  saving  and  purifying  it  and 
making  it  fruitful.  The  vocation  of  woman  is  to  announce  what  will  be, 
and  is  already  in  process  of  being  bom  in  her:  the  new  humanity  deified  in 
Christ  by  the  grace  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

At  the  same  time,  however,  the  Church  teaches  not  only  the  infinite 
distance  between  humanity  and  God  but  also  their  infinite  closeness.  In 
virtue  of  the  creation  “in  God’s  likeness”,  in  virtue  of  the  Incarnation,  the 
cross  of  salvation  and  the  resurrection,  humanity  in  its  spiritual  and 
psychosomatic  wholeness  can  become  translucent  to  the  Divine  Light. 
This  is  the  significance  of  the  veneration  of  ikons;  ikons  of  Christ  and  of 
his  saints,  ikons  of  the  Theotokos  “more  venerable  than  the  cherubim  and 
incomparably  more  glorious  than  the  seraphim”.  In  the  Church’s  con- 
sciousness, Mary  is  at  one  and  the  same  time  the  figure  of  the  Church- 
Humanity  and,  as  Tatiana  Goritcheva  writes,  the  figure  of  a “femaleness 
which  has  been  purified  even  in  its  bodily  and  unconscious  aspects”.8 

V.  Partners  in  communion  with  God 

To  collaborate  with  God  is  to  participate  in  the  work  of  the  Triune  God; 
in  other  words,  to  become  a human  being  in  communion.  Just  as  there  is 
one  God  in  three  persons  who  continue  in  an  eternal  movement  of  mutual 
love  and  these  three  persons  reflect  absolute  diversity  and  each  reflect  a 
no  less  absolute  unity  — so  too  in  Christ,  in  the  expansion  of  this  divine 
unity-diversity,  we  are  all  members  one  of  another;  in  the  most  realistic 
sense,  there  is  one  single  human  being.  Becoming  a collaborator  with 
God  is  to  know  that  we  are  no  longer  separate,  that  we  are  not  only  alike 
but  even  identical,  one  sole  being,  one  sole  reality,  one  sole  body,  across 
time  and  space.  To  understand  this,  to  do  so  with  our  whole  being,  is 
precisely  to  become  ourselves  without  even  setting  out  to  do  so. 

The  Body  of  Christ  (ocbpa  XQiaxob)  is  the  scene  of  a permanent 
Pentecost;  the  Spirit’s  tongues  of  flame  divide,  each  illuminating  from 
within  a freedom,  a vocation,  the  unique  distinctiveness  of  a face.  The 
more  rooted  a human  being  is  in  the  Body  of  Christ,  the  more  he  or  she  is 
animated  by  this  flame;  ultimately,  in  complete  sanctity,  the  limits  of 
personality  or  rather  their  personalities  are  abolished  and  the  whole  of 
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humanity  is  in  the  individual  man  or  woman;  his  or  her  face  becomes  an 
ikon.  St  Macarius  the  Great  said:  “It  happens  to  those  who  have  been 
worthy  to  become  children  of  God  and  to  be  bom  from  above  of  the  Holy 
Spirit  that  they  weep  and  are  afflicted  for  the  whole  human  race,  shed 
tears  as  they  pray  for  the  total  Adam. . . Sometimes,  too,  such  love  and  joy 
kindle  their  hearts  that,  if  it  were  possible,  they  would  embrace  all  human 
beings,  the  evil  and  the  good  alike,  in  their  hearts.  Sometimes,  taken  with 
the  humility  of  the  Spirit,  they  so  prostrate  themselves  before  each  human 
being  as  to  consider  themselves  as  the  very  last  and  least  of  all.”9 

Being  a human  being  in  communion  today,  whether  a man  or  a woman, 
means  hastening  the  advent  of  a universal  consciousness  and  a justice 
embracing  the  whole  of  humanity.  It  is  to  join  with  all  men  and  women  of 
goodwill  in  the  struggle  to  build  and  renew  a worldwide  civilization  in 
which  all  human  beings,  all  nations,  all  races,  all  cultures  can  find  a place 
in  a diverse  unity,  towards  which  the  reunited  Church,  a free  communion 
of  local  churches,  should  be  humbly  working  as  leaven. 

For  a Christian,  the  personal  and  the  spiritual,  the  freedom  of  indi- 
vidual consciousness  in  the  Holy  Spirit,  is  the  infrastructure  of  history. 
This  is  why  we  should  try  to  “finalize”  the  coming  civilization  by  a total 
vision  of  humankind  in  the  divinized-humanity,  of  human  beings  who  not 
only  need  bread  but  also  meaning,  since,  as  Dostoevsky  used  to  say, 
“beauty  will  save  the  world”.  The  material  underdevelopment  of  some 
undoubtedly  reflects  only  the  spiritual  underdevelopment  of  others.  In 
these  global  developments,  therefore,  there  can  be  no  conflict  between 
contemplation  and  an  active  love  which  thirsts  for  justice,  but  only  the 
demonstration  of  their  indispensable  interconnection. 

All  these  things,  then,  belong  together,  cross-fertilize  one  another  and 
are  interconnected:  the  contemplative’s  prayer,  the  shining  example  of 
model  communities,  veritable  “workshops”  of  creative  love,  humble 
daily  service,  “structural”  reforms  or  revolutions,  the  prophetic  and 
aesthetic  inventiveness  of  culture.  These  all  belong  together,  and  for  us 
Christians,  it  all  begins  in  the  transformation  of  the  stony  heart  into  a 
heart  of  flesh,  in  the  transformation  of  our  basic  elementary  relationships, 
so  that  every  eucharistic  community  of  women  and  men  may  be  some- 
thing of  an  attempt  to  create  communion. 

VI.  Ekklesia:  place  of  rebirth  and  renewal 

The  Ekklesia  or  Church  is  neither  primarily  nor  fundamentally  a matter 
of  sociology.  The  institution  is  simply  the  empirical  vestige  or  trace  of  the 
“mystery”.  Above  all,  the  Church  is  the  power  of  resurrection,  the 
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sacrament  of  the  Risen  One  who  communicates  to  us  his  own  resurrec- 
tion. The  New  Eve  is  bom  from  the  open  side  of  Christ,  as  Eve  was  bom 
from  Adam’s  side.  From  the  open  side.  From  the  pierced  side  of  Christ 
issued  forth  water  and  blood  (John  19:34),  the  water  of  baptism  and  the 
blood  of  eucharist.  In  this  connection  Origen  says:  “Christ  bathed  the 
universe  in  divine  and  sanctifying  torrents.  He  caused  a spring  of  living 
water  to  flow  for  the  thirsty  from  the  wound  opened  up  by  the  lance  in  his 
side.”  “From  the  wound  in  Christ’s  side  sprang  forth  the  Church  which  he 
made  his  bride.”10 

Deep  down,  the  Church  is  simply  the  world  in  process  of  transfigura- 
tion, the  world  which  in  Christ  is  becoming  transparent  to  the  paradisiacal 
plenitude.  The  paradise  of  the  presence  is  in  fact  Christ  himself  who  was 
able  to  tell  the  believing  thief  crucified  beside  him:  “This  day  thou  shalt 
be  with  me  in  paradise”  (Luke  23:43).  The  world-in-Christ,  the  new 
heaven  and  the  new  earth,  in  other  words,  the  renewed  heaven  and  earth, 
come  to  us  in  the  sacraments  (or  “mysteries”),  moreover,  are  only  aspects 
of  the  global  sacramental  nature  of  the  Church  whose  heart,  whose  sun,  is 
the  “mystery  of  mysteries”,  the  eucharist. 

This  eucharist,  however,  constitutes  the  dynamic  “heart”  of  the  eccle- 
sial  community  in  which  men  and  women  each  find  their  diaconal  and 
active  role. 

Moreover,  in  the  ecclesiastical  community,  which  is  so  deeply  divided 
in  our  world  by  race,  nationality,  language,  class,  labour,  education, 
position  and  wealth,  men  and  women  are  recreated  in  the  Church  by  the 
Holy  Spirit.  On  all  of  them  alike,  the  Church  imprints  a divine  form. 
From  the  Church,  all  receive  a unique  indestructible  nature,  one  which 
forbids  us  in  future  to  take  any  account  of  the  many  deep  differences 
which  affect  them.  All  are  thereby  united  in  a truly  catholic  way.  In  the 
Church,  no  one  is  in  any  sense  separated  from  community;  all  are 
founded,  so  to  speak,  in  each  other  by  the  simple  and  indivisible  strength 
of  the  faith.  Christ  is  thus  all  in  all,  Christ  who  takes  everything  into 
himself  in  accord  with  the  infinite  and  wholly  wise  power  of  his 
goodness,  as  a centre  on  which  all  lines  converge  in  order  that  the 
creatures  of  the  one  God  may  not  remain  strangers  or  enemies  in  the 
absence  of  a common  ground  where  they  can  show  forth  their  friendship 
and  peace. 

As  “image  of  the  eucharist”  therefore,  the  community  becomes,  as 
Cyril  of  Jerusalem  says,  a eucharistic  community  par  excellence  and  is 
integrated  with  others  into  the  unity  of  the  universal  Church,  since,  across 
time  and  space,  there  is  one  single  eucharist  celebrated  by  Christ  our 
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Great  High  Priest.  This  multiple  unity  is  expressed  in  a whole  series  of 
trinitarian  analogies.  It  takes  shape  around  centres  of  communion  whose 
“concern”  it  is,  i.e.  whose  responsibility  it  is,  to  ensure  the  circulation  of 
information,  witness,  life  and  love  among  the  local  communities.  For  a 
local  community  manifests  the  one  Church  only  as  it  is  in  communion 
(xotvoma)  with  all  other  local  communities,  just  as  the  divine  Persons 
only  exist  in  each  other. 

These  trinitarian  analogies  are  found  in  the  so-called  Apostolic  Con- 
stitutions, paragraph  34:  analogous  to  the  role  of  the  Father  within  the 
Trinity,  the  ministry  of  the  first  bishop  is  a “kenosis”  which  is  to  ensure  a 
loving  “coinherence”  (ji8Qix(OQT]oig)  between  the  local  churches.11 

The  eucharist  within  the  community  defines  not  only  the  life  of  the 
Church  and  the  communion  between  Christians  but  also  their  manner  of 
life  in  the  world,  which  is  to  be  a life  of  sharing,  service,  a constant 
striving  for  the  koinonia  of  men  and  women  and  the  transfiguration  of  the 
earth.  For  each  human  being  (man  and  woman)  is  called  to  “give  thanks 
(eucharist)  in  all  things”  (1  Thess.  5:18),  i.e.  to  become  a “eucharistic 
human  being”. 12  The  inward  appropriation  of  the  eucharist,  in  particular 
by  the  invocation  of  the  name  of  Jesus,  is  one  of  the  fundamental  themes 
of  Christian  spirituality.  Eucharistic  collaboration,  moreover,  as  a means 
of  learning  new  relationships  between  men  and  women,  and  between 
humankind  and  the  material  world,  must  necessarily  have  a prophetic 
dimension. 13 

VII.  Dialogue  with  Christ  in  the  Church 

The  Church  is  “theandric”  (0eav6Qixf|)14  in  nature  (or  constitution), 
the  union  of  all  that  exists,  or  rather  destined  to  embrace  all  that  exists: 
God  and  the  creation.  It  is  the  Body  of  Christ  and  therefore  both  one  with 
him  and  distinct  from  him.  The  Church  is  immanent  and  has  within  it  the 
transcendent  community  of  the  persons  of  the  Trinity,  which  is  filled  with 
a boundless  love  for  the  world.  Basically,  the  Church  participates  in  the 
same  movement  which  inspires  the  eternal  act  of  the  Persons  of  the  Holy 
Trinity.  The  Church  is  not  the  salvation  of  men  and  women  but  is  more 
closely  bound  up  with  it  than  time  is  to  God’s  timelessness  or  space  to 
God’s  spacelessness.  It  is  holy  because  it  is  the  expression  on  earth  of  the 
eternal  love,  life  and  omnipotence  of  the  Trinity.  It  is  the  scene  of  the 
twofold  movement  of  the  incarnation  in  which  divine  and  human  energies 
are  called  to  become  the  theandric  energies  of  the  believer  and  of  God. 

The  Church’s  place  in  the  world  also  rests  on  Christ,  who  unites  God 
and  the  creation.  “Christ”,  affirms  Father  Staniloae,  “is  the  Pantocrator  of 
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the  creation.  He  conducts  a dialogue  with  the  whole  Church,  understood 
as  a symbolic  partner,  and  thus  dwells  in  a living  manner  in  this  house, 
which  is  his  own  house  and  in  which  every  believer  is  a distinctive 
personal  stone.”15 

Humanity  itself,  therefore,  has  been  created  partly  as  a body,  partly  as 
destined  fully  to  become  a body.  Before  being  brought  together  in  Christ, 
it  is  already  a body  in  dialogue  (ocbpa  ev  6iaA.6ycp);  once  gathered 
together  in  him,  it  is  a body  in  dialogue  in  an  even  more  symbolic  way. 

In  Orthodox  Byzantine  iconography,  there  is  one  ikon  which  depicts 
splendidly  this  unity  of  the  Church  in  which  each  member  is  respected. 
This  ikon  shows  human  beings  arriving  in  Paradise,  gathered  together  in 
Abraham’s  bosom.  The  figure  of  the  Patriarch  is  above  the  others,  larger 
than  all,  yet  not  diminishing  the  distinct  reality  of  each  of  the  elect.  Even 
though  Abraham  did  not  live  in  the  historical  time  of  the  Incarnation,  he  is 
rightly  called  the  “father  of  believers”  because  he  was  the  first  to  know 
God  as  a Person,  the  first  to  have  believed  in  Him  and  in  His  promise  of 
the  salvation  to  come  in  Christ. 

VIII.  The  challenge  of  learning  in  a renewed  community 

No  reading  of  the  present  situation  in  the  world  would  be  in  any  sense 
Christian  if  it  aroused  in  us  feelings  of  either  fear  or  despair,  and  the 
foregoing  presentation  of  the  facts  would  be  misleading  if  no  reference 
were  made  to  the  Christian  hope.  The  hope  of  the  Christian  has  its  anchor 
in  what  lies  above  and  beyond  the  conflict.  For  those  who  believe  in  God, 
the  last  word  is  not  spoken  in  this  life. 

No  temporal  circumstances,  however  dark  and  menacing,  can  touch  the 
foundations  of  our  faith.  The  ground  of  our  confidence  is  the  Word  of 
God  spoken  in  Christ.  In  the  light  of  that  revelation  the  forces  of  darkness 
have  been  robbed  of  their  power.  This  doom  is  already  writ.  Our  efforts 
may  fail,  but  the  triumph  of  God  is  sure.  We  neither  made  the  world  nor 
have  we  to  bear  the  responsibility  for  directing  its  course  — that  is  in 
stronger  and  safer  hands.  Our  sole  responsibility  is  in  creaturely  depend- 
ence to  live  each  day  in  the  circumstances  in  which  we  are  given  the  task 
assigned  to  us,  and  to  entrust  the  rest  to  God. 

In  that  confidence  our  hearts  and  minds  may  remain  untroubled  under 
threatening  skies  and  in  the  face  of  apparently  insurmountable  difficul- 
ties, guarded  by  the  peace  of  God  which  passes  human  understanding. 

Reasons  for  hope  may  be  found  also  in  the  situation  itself.  If  the  Gospel 
contains  the  word  which  is  needed  to  redeem  humankind  from  its  present 
errors  and  lack  of  the  great  periods  in  the  history  of  the  Christian  Church. 


112  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


We  have  the  opportunity  today  to  bear  an  effective  Christian  witness, 
“martyria”,  to  the  present  world  as  a whole  at  a critical  moment  in  history 
when  humankind  stands  at  the  parting  of  the  ways.  The  very  strength  of 
the  opposition  may  be  the  means  of  opening  the  eyes  of  the  Church  to  the 
depth  and  richness  of  the  truth  regarding  human  life  and  destiny  which 
has  been  committed  to  its  charge.  Out  of  the  strain  of  the  conflict  may  be 
bom  a new  assurance,  a new  certainty,  a new  heroism,  a new  creation.  As 
Nietzsche  taught,  it  is  the  greatness  of  the  danger  that  reveals  the  knight 
or  rather  that  creates  him.  Or,  as  Christians  would  rather  say,  God  uses 
such  occasions  as  a means  of  educating  His  children  and  making  them 
worthy  to  be  called  His  sons  and  daughters.  Thus  hope  impels  action. 

By  its  central  affirmations  the  Church  is  committed  to  the  belief  that  the 
life  of  humankind  finds  its  meaning  and  fulfilment  in  a community  of 
persons. 

God  has  spoken  to  us  in  His  Son.  He  has  revealed  Himself  through  His 
cosmos.  The  word  — used  in  the  widest  sense  to  include  every  form  of 
self-expression  — is  the  means  by  which  persons  communicate  with 
persons.  In  addressing  us,  God  invites  a response  from  us.  He  asks  for 
trust,  loyalty  and  obedience.  Through  our  response  to  the  word  addressed 
to  us  we  become  responsible  persons,  and  only  through  such  a response  to 
the  Father  of  our  spirits  can  we  become  truly  persons.  God  adopts  us  as 
sons  and  daughters  and  admits  us  to  a life  of  communion  (xoivoma)  and 
personal  fellowship  with  Himself.  His  word  to  us  is  a word  which  binds 
us  to  our  fellow  human  beings  and  unites  us  with  them  in  a community 
where  love  rules.  God  bids  us  serve  Him  as  His  free  sons  and  daughters  in 
the  only  way  we  can  serve  Him  by  “ministering”  (biaxoveiv)  to  the 
needs  of  our  fellow  human  beings.  What  we  do  to  them,  He  accepts  as 
done  to  Himself.  The  love  of  God  and  the  love  of  our  neighbour  are 
inseparable.  For  Christians  the  worship  and  service  of  a personal  God, 
whom  we  have  learned  to  recognize  as  our  Father,  and  the  relation  of 
responsibility  and  love  towards  our  fellow  human  beings  — relations 
which  can  exist  only  between  persons  — are  the  supreme  and  ultimate 
goal.  The  Church  is  the  community  of  those  who  have  been  redeemed 
from  a self-centred  existence,  which  is  death,  into  the  objectivity  and 
freedom  of  a life  of  personal  response  to  the  demands  of  persons,  a life  of 
trust  and  loyalty  of  faith  and  love. 

The  reasons  for  emphasizing  this  central  element  in  Christianity  is  that 
it  is  precisely  this  understanding  of  human  life  that  is  denied  by  all 
doctrines  that  are  in  the  ascendant  today.  It  is  denied  by  those  who 
maintain  that  the  final  and  decisive  factor  in  life  is  blood  or  race. 
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Humankind  according  to  this  view  derives  its  being  from  below,  from 
some  blind,  irrational  power,  and  not  from  the  word  of  the  living  God, 
which  comes  to  it  from  above.  The  priority  and  supremacy  of  the  personal 
is  rejected  by  those  who  contend  that  people’s  ultimate  loyalty  is  owed  to 
a nation  or  a state.  It  is  repudiated  by  those  who  hold  that  people’s 
primary  need  is  bread  and  that  their  life  is  wholly  determined  by  material 
realities.  The  Christian  doctrine  that  persons  can  be  persons  only  in 
community  is  equally  opposed  to  the  view  which  regards  human  beings  as 
individuals  existing  in  their  own  right,  concerned  primarily  with  develop- 
ing their  own  “personality”,  free  to  pursue  their  self-centred  aims, 
unfettered  by  bonds  which  unite  them  inseparably  with  their  fellow 
human  beings.  Against  this  self-seeking  individualism  the  modem  collec- 
tivist systems  are  a justifiable  reaction.  But  notwithstanding  the  profound 
differences  between  them,  they  all  have  their  origin  in  the  same  secular 
mind  from  which  individualism  sprang  and  in  the  same  mistaken  confi- 
dence in  the  self-sufficiency  of  humankind,  and  consequently  they  are  in 
danger  of  setting  up  forms  of  collectivism  which,  as  much  as  the 
individualism  they  replace,  are  a denial  of  the  true  nature  and  meaning  of 
community  which  is  love  and  trust  between  persons,  in  fellowship  and 
mutual  service. 

The  Christian  belief  in  the  supremacy  of  the  personal  is  the  antithesis  of 
the  individualism  of  the  humanistic  cult  of  personality.  It  is  the  recogni- 
tion of  the  bounds  set  to  the  infinite  expansion  of  the  individual  self  by  the 
obligations  owed  to  other  selves.  There  is  no  way  in  which  one  can  be  a 
person  except  through  the  give  and  take,  the  claim  and  response,  of 
personal  relationships.  Persons  can  be  persons  only  in  mutuality.  Persons 
and  community  are  correlative  terms.  Neither  can  exist  without  the  other. 
The  habit  of  thinking  of  personality  as  something  that  belongs  to  the 
individual  in  isolation  and  then  asking  how  this  isolated  individual  can 
enter  into  community  with  other  persons  is  fundamentally  mistaken. 
Personal  life  is  in  its  essence  the  acceptance  of  the  responsibilities  of 
community.  The  false  view  of  personality  as  something  existing  apart 
from  community  is  so  deeply  engrained  that  there  may  be  an  advantage  in 
expressing  the  same  truth  in  different  phraseology.  To  assert  the  supre- 
macy of  the  personal  is  the  same  as  to  say  that  the  true  and  deepest 
meaning  of  life  is  found  in  encounter.  Life  is  most  real  when  we  find 
ourselves  confronted  by  another  self  in  its  separate,  independent  exis- 
tence; when  a word  is  addressed  to  us  from  without  to  which  we  must 
answer,  when  a claim  is  made  on  us  to  which  we  must  respond.  To 
subordinate  the  other  to  our  own  view,  or  will,  is  to  destroy  fellowship  or 
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community.  For  community  implies  the  continued  presence  of  the  others 
in  their  otherness.  There  can  be  no  community  without  the  unrelieved 
tension  of  contrasting  points  of  view  each  of  which  renounces  any  claim 
to  absoluteness.  Community  with  the  other  may  be  realized  not  only 
between  individual  persons  but  also  between  groups,  between  class  and 
class,  nation  and  nation.  It  is  the  attitude  of  reverence  and  responsibility 
towards  other  selves.  If  the  foregoing  statements  — with  whatever 
amendments  and  improvements  of  so  bold  a presentation  may  be 
necessary  — are  true,  Christianity  has  something  to  say  which  is  directly 
relevant  to  the  present  situation.  The  Church  has  the  word  to  speak  which 
more  than  any  other  might  recall  humankind  to  the  true  path  and  the 
renewal  of  the  world  to  sanity.  Accepted  in  all  its  implications,  it  is  a 
condemnation  and  corrective  of  the  errors  and  perversions  of  the  new 
collectivist  philosophies  and  no  less  of  the  selfish  individualism  against 
which  they  are  in  revolt.  If  the  Church  were  able  to  speak  this  word  with 
understanding,  conviction  and  authority,  the  divorce  which  is  widely  felt 
to  exist  between  the  current  preaching,  teaching  and  acting  of  Christianity 
and  the  realities  of  actual  life  would  be  overcome.  No  one  who  reads 
attentively  the  literature  of  our  time  can  fail  to  be  aware  that  Christianity 
has  ceased  in  large  measure  to  be  an  integrative  and  directive  force  in 
human  thinking  and  feeling;  that  because  it  lacks  relevance  to  the  actual 
problems  of  human  life,  it  can  no  longer  command  a total  act  of  the  whole 
moral  being.  But  our  analysis  of  the  present  situation  suggests  that  if  the 
Church  were  able,  with  a full,  deep  and  pastoral  understanding  of  that 
situation  and  its  demands,  to  declare  the  truth  which  lies  at  the  heart  of  its 
own  faith,  it  would  step  straight  into  the  heart  of  the  battle.  Its  witness 
would  be  a clearly  recognized  challenge  to  the  prevailing  understanding 
of  the  meaning  of  human  life  and  to  customary  ways  of  living  and  unity. 
The  Church  would  find  itself  at  the  very  centre  of  a conflict  in  which  all 
that  is  highest  and  most  precious  in  the  life  of  humankind  is  at  stake. 

The  mission  to  which  the  Church  is  called  is  a high  one.  But  it  would 
be  foolish  to  disguise  from  ourselves  that  its  fulfilment  must  be  costly. 

It  belongs  to  the  essence  of  personal  life  that  it  is  not  concerned  with 
thought  alone  but  demands  a response  of  the  whole  being.  It  is  necessary, 
therefore,  to  recognize  from  the  beginning  that  no  merely  intellectual 
affirmation  of  the  supremacy  of  the  personal  can  be  effective.  The  truth 
that  human  life  finds  its  meaning  and  fulfilment  in  the  relations  between 
people  will  not  prevail  by  being  formulated  as  a doctrine  in  contrast  to 
other  doctrines  and  philosophies.  It  is  real  only  to  the  extent  that  it  is 
lived.  The  only  way  in  which  we  can  respond  to  the  claims  of  other 
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persons  is  by  the  giving  of  ourselves.  What  a person  asks  for  is 
unconditional  trust,  complete  surrender.  In  the  personal  sphere  the  unity 
of  thought  and  action  is  complete.  It  is  the  region  of  dedication  in  which 
life  has  to  be  integrally  and  wholly  lived  to  the  point  of  the  surrender  of 
life  itself.  In  our  relation  to  persons  the  attitude  of  the  spectator,  of  the 
disinterested  investigator,  which  is  proper  to  science  and  the  endeavour  to 
understand  the  world,  is  no  longer  appropriate.  One  can  enter  into  the 
personal  sphere  only  through  participation,  through  response.  It  is  a 
domain  in  which  we  leave  behind  us  the  endeavour  to  master  the  world  of 
thought  and  begin  to  learn  life’s  deepest  lessons  through  the  acknowledg- 
ment of  responsibility,  through  patience,  endurance  and  suffering. 

Hence  to  proclaim  the  supremacy  of  the  personal  merely  in  words, 
however  eloquent,  is,  as  St  Paul  perceived,  to  become  sounding  brass  and 
a tinkling  cymbal.  The  only  cogent  and  dynamic  assertion  of  the  truth  that 
the  meaning  of  human  life  is  found  in  friendship,  love  and  ministering  to 
the  needs  of  our  fellow  human  beings  is  a deeper  entrance  into  a life  of 
personal  responsibility  in  our  relations  with  those  around  us.  It  is  of  deep 
significance  that  one  of  the  fields  in  which  fresh  discoveries  are  being 
made  today  of  the  meaning  of  the  personal  is  the  endeavour  to  bring  relief 
to  the  unemployed  and  to  find  a means  of  overcoming  the  social  curse  of 
unemployment. 

The  attention  of  the  world  will  be  arrested  not  by  a new  doctrine,  but  by 
a community  of  persons  resolutely  set  on  realizing  their  faith  in  action  and 
courageously  challenging  every  denial  of  it  in  the  system  and  practice  of 
modem  society. 
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5.  The  Orthodox  Perspective 


Some  General  Reactions 
and  Comments 

from  an  Orthodox  Point  of  View 

GEORGE  D.  DRAGAS 


1.  Two  contradictory  perspectives 

Two  basic  thoughts  were  in  my  mind  as  I sat  down  to  write  this  paper. 
First  of  all  I knew  that  the  topic  is  huge  and  complicated,  and  secondly, 
that  my  time  or  space  here  is  limited.  Therefore  I decided  to  be  both 
modest  and  brief. 

There  are  two  basic  tasks  that  I set  out  to  tackle  here.  One  is  to  give  some 
kind  of  Orthodox  response  to  or  assessment  of  what  has  been  done  so  far  on 
this  topic  on  the  basis  of  the  background  material  that  has  been  circulated 
for  our  study  and  consideration. 1 The  other  is  to  give  some  initial  theoreti- 
cal account  of  the  Orthodox  understanding  of  the  community  of  women  and 
men  in  Church  and  society.  I would  have  liked  to  deal  with  the  topic  under 
examination  from  a practical  point  of  view  as  well,  but  time  considerations 
have  prevented  me  from  doing  so  on  this  occasion. 

In  reading  through  the  programme  outline  and  also  through  the  other 
documents  included  in  the  background  material  I cannot  help  noticing  a 
certain  inconsistency  between  the  original  Lima  programme  and  what  it 
has  become.  The  original  formulation  of  the  topic  speaks  about  “the  unity 
of  the  Church  and  the  renewal  of  the  human  community”.  But  the 
emphasis  has  now  shifted  to  something  that  sounds  and,  indeed,  is  quite 
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different,  “unity  and  renewal  in  Church  and  society”!  An  effort  is, 
indeed,  made  in  all  the  background  material  to  explain  and  even  justify 
this  shift  — for  instance,  it  is  clearly  stated  in  both  document  No.  1 and 
No.  3 that  unity  and  renewal  are  not  two  poles,  referring  to  the  Church 
and  the  human  community  respectively,  because  the  two  must  go 
together.  But  the  fact  remains  that  the  original  formulation  of  the  topic 
and  the  new  one  that  has  been  advanced  suggest  two  quite  different 
perspectives.  1 am  pointing  this  out  because  it  matters  very  much  to  an 
Orthodox,  if  he  has  to  move  from  the  one  perspective  to  the  other.  The 
Orthodox  experience  firmly  asserts  that  the  unity  of  the  Church  is  the 
God-given  and  therefore  unfailing  basis  for  the  renewal  of  the  human 
community  and  the  entire  universe  of  created  things.  The  concept, 
however,  of  the  “renewal  of  the  Church”  sounds  contradictory,  if  not 
completely  unacceptable,  to  Orthodox  ears. 

In  the  first  instance  the  Church  is  identified  with  the  reality  of  Jesus 
Christ,  the  Incarnate  Son  and  Logos  of  God,  in  whose  humanity  a “new 
creation”  (xaivf|  xxiaig)  in  a new  man  (etg  xaivog  dv0QCOJtog)  has  been 
established.2  But  the  Church  is  also  understood  in  an  extensive  creative 
way  in  the  sense  that  what  is  true  in  Christ  is  reaching  out  into  the  history 
of  humanity  renewing  the  human  community  in  accordance  with  its  own 
instrinsic  newness  and  perfection.  Union  with  Christ,  i.e.  union  with  the 
Church,  is,  then,  the  real  basis  for  the  renewal  of  the  human  community. 
In  this  light,  how  could  one  speak  of  the  renewal  of  the  Church?  This 
could  only  be  done  on  the  basis  of  a different  ecclesiology.  And  this  is,  in 
fact,  what  seems  to  me  to  lie  behind  the  shift  from  the  original  perspective 
to  the  new  one  in  this  study  programme. 

2.  Two  ecclesiologies 

Already  in  document  No.  1 of  the  background  material  — though  the 
same  applies  to  all  the  documents  to  a greater  or  lesser  extent  — we 
observe  the  promotion  of  a certain  ecclesiology  which  operates  with  a 
juxtaposition  (in  some  cases  we  could  even  speak  of  a disjunction) 
between  God  and  Christ  on  the  one  hand  and  the  Church  and  human 
community  on  the  other  — the  last  two  being  closely  related  to  but  not 
actually  identified  with  each  other.  Once  this  distinction  is  established 
one  can  then  envisage  God  and  Christ  being  the  basis  for  the  unity  and 
renewal  of  church  and  human  community  (or  society),  and  therefore  of 
unity  and  renewal  not  as  an  ecclesiologically  established  reality,  but  as  a 
desideratum  which  awaits  to  be  worked  out  and  realized  in  history  in  the 
future.  In  this  perspective  the  “unity-renewal  project  is  welcomed...  as  of 
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strategic  importance  for  the  orientation  of  the  whole  work  of  the 
WCC”!...3  and  most  of  the  conclusions  and  suggestions  made  follow  on 
as  logical  consequences.  There  is  one  very  striking  statement  in  document 
No.  1 which  can  serve  best  as  an  illustration  of  the  juxtaposition  that  I 
have  been  expounding.  “The  source  of  unity,  community  and  new  life, 
both  for  a sinful  world  and  for  a church  of  sinful  men  and  women,  in  fact, 
the  source  of  ultimate  hope  for  all  God’s  creatures,  is  this  sovereign  rule 
of  God  as  revealed  in  Christ  Jesus,  crucified  and  risen.  The  quest  for 
visible  unity  in  the  church,  and  for  the  renewal  of  that  human  community 
to  which  the  church  belongs,  therefore  stands  always  under  the  righteous 
judgment  and  redeeming  grace  of  the  triune  God.  It  is  a quest  never  to  be 
fully  or  permanently  achieved  in  time,  but  conducted  with  trust  in  him  for 
eschatological  fulfilment.”4 

Here  the  “sinful  world”  and  the  “sinful  church”  are  joined  together  and 
it  is,  indeed,  said  explicitly  that  the  Church  “belongs  to  the  world”.  On 
the  other  hand,  the  unity  and  renewal  of  the  Church  and  the  world  is  a 
“quest”  and,  what  is  even  more  startling  (!),  “a  quest  which  is  never  to  be 
fully  or  permanently  achieved  in  time”  for  it  can  only  be  an  “eschatologi- 
cal fulfilment”! 

I do  not  wish  to  press  this  point  any  further.  I must,  however,  make  it 
absolutely  clear  that  this  kind  of  ecclesiological  perspective  does  not 
belong  to  the  experience  of  the  Orthodox  Christian.  From  an  Orthodox 
dogmatic  theological  perspective,  which  is  rooted  in  the  experience  of  the 
saints  and  fathers  of  the  Church,  such  a perspective  denies  the  Incarnation 
and  presupposes  at  best  a Nestorian  Christology  and  at  worst  a Jewish 
ebionitic  understanding  of  Christ.  For  the  Orthodox  the  Church  cannot  be 
properly  spoken  about  or  viewed  without  a primary  reference  to  the 
humanity  of  Christ  and  a secondary  reference  to  our  participation  in  this 
humanity.  It  is  only  with  this  humanity  in  mind  (of  Christ  and  His  own) 
that  we  can  truly  appreciate  the  grace  of  the  Holy  Trinity  and  the 
sovereign  rule  of  God.  In  this  light,  I hope  that  my  claim  will  be 
understood,  namely,  that  an  Orthodox  finds  it  unacceptable  to  shift  from 
the  perspective  of  the  unity  of  the  Church  as  the  basis  for  the  renewal  of 
the  human  community  to  the  perspective  of  the  unity  and  renewal  of  the 
Church  and  the  world  on  the  basis  of  an  ongoing  and  constantly  changing 
work  of  God  which  never  achieves  its  end  in  the  midst  of  history  because 
this  end  lies  beyond  history  and  time  in  an  eschatological  realm  which  is 
transcendent  and  destined  to  be  revealed  after  the  end.  Is  it  unjust  to  call 
the  former  the  Orthodox  perspective  and  designate  the  latter  as  modernist 
Protestant?  But  whatever  labels  we  care  to  give  to  these  perspectives  and 
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whatever  views  we  may  ultimately  entertain  about  them,  should  we  not 
take  them  absolutely  seriously  in  the  context  of  the  present  dialogue  and 
study  programme?  I fear  that  if  we  fail  to  do  so,  in  other  words,  if  we  fail 
to  be  frank  about  our  experiences  (the  ecclesiological  ones  in  particular) 
and  to  persist  in  discovering  the  minds  which  shape  our  identities  and  our 
experiences,  our  orientation  will  not  lead  us  to  the  achievement  of  our 
ultimate  aim. 

I could  go  on  and  single  out  many  more  unacceptable  statements  in  the 
background  material  to  this  present  study  from  an  Orthodox  perspective  — 
e.g.  the  notion  of  “brokenness  and  renewal  within  the  Church”,  or  of 
“failures  in  the  world  which  hinder  renewal  in  the  Church”,  or  of  “the 
Church  in  its  need  to  overcome  human  sinfulness  and  division  in  its 
members”,  or  of  “the  creative  renewal  of  the  world  which  challenges  the 
Church”,  or  of  “the  Church  as  sign  of  a coming  unity  of  mankind”,  or  of 
“many  transformations  which  must  take  place  in  the  church  if  it  is  to  be 
renewed  and  moved  into  the  offered  life  of  unity”,  or  of  “an  ecclesial 
community  which  is  more  inclusive”  (!),  or  of  “a  church  that  must  be 
restored  and  move  deeper  into  life  in  unity”,  or  of  “confessing  that  the 
Church  is  divided,  theologically  and  emotionally,  by  divisions  within  the 
human  community,  since  social-dividing  issues  are  church-dividing 
issues”,  or  of  “the  ecumenical  task  of  renewing  the  church”,  etc. , etc.  In  the 
last  analysis,  however,  I would  return  to  the  same  general  assessment  about 
the  divergent  ecclesiological  perspectives:  that  which  sees  the  Church  in 
Christ  and  the  grace  of  the  Trinity  and  that  which  sees  in  it  close  proximity 
with  the  world  and  humanity  independently  of  the  humanity  of  Christ. 
There  is,  however,  one  more  area  in  the  background  material  to  this  study 
that  also  needs  to  be  critically  looked  at  from  an  Orthodox  theological 
perspective.  This  is  the  area  concerning  methodology. 

3.  The  question  concerning  methodology 

The  methodology  envisaged  in  this  study  is  twofold.  In  the  first 
instance  it  has  to  do  with  what  is  called  “method  of  theological  reflection” 
(the  general  aspect)  and  secondly,  it  has  to  do  with  “a  working  method”. 
The  former  is  identified  as  “an  integrated  theological  method”  which 
integrates  four  points:  (1)  the  biblical,  (2)  the  traditional,  (3)  the  secular, 
and  (4)  the  new  theological  approach  implied  in  actions  related  to  issues 
of  unity  and  renewal.  In  fact,  a closer  look  at  what  is  said  about  these 
points  reveals  that  (1)  and  (2)  are  subordinated  to  (3)  and  (4)  to  the  extent 
that  they  are  denied.  This  is  especially  seen  in  the  distinction  between 
inductive  (credal)  and  deductive  (liberal  or  liberational)  approaches  and  in 
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the  claim  that  the  former  should  be  replaced  by  the  latter.  Even  more 
striking  for  an  Orthodox  is  the  claim  that  Tradition  (presumably  the  Bible 
and  the  Creeds)  should  have  to  pass  the  test  of  relevance  in  every  context 
(see  p.326  of  document  No.  1,  ER).  This  means,  in  effect,  that  the 
Christian  norms  should  be  tested  by  other  norms  which  determine  the 
relevance  of  the  former!  These  other  norms  are  produced  by  the  contem- 
porary general  sociological  context  within  which  the  Christian  Tradition 
finds  itself.  I am  afraid  that  such  a testing  implies,  if  I am  to  put  it  rather 
bluntly,  that  the  judge  should  be  judged  by  the  convict!  — something 
which  could  not  be  defended  as  Christian,  even  if  one  is  prepared  to 
misquote  Matthew  (9:6  and  1 John  4:1  and  blatantly  abandon  exegesis  for 
eisegesis. 5 From  an  Orthodox  point  of  view  what  is  given  to  us  here  as 
method  of  theological  reflection  is  ecclesiologically  very  negative  inas- 
much as  it  questions  the  normative  nature  of  the  Church  and  her  Tradition 
(the  Pillar  and  Foundation  of  the  Truth  against  whom  no  gates  of  hell  can 
prevail)  from  a non-Christian  norm. 

Particularly  confusing  and  misleading  is  in  this  connection  the 
emphasis  on  experience , most  eloquently  presented  in  Mary  Tanner’s 
paper  (Document  No.  3). 6 Dr  Tanner  speaks  of  “a  new  emphasis  on 
experience”  without  telling  us  what  this  experience  really  is  and  without 
tackling  the  obvious  dictum  of  experience  that  not  all  experience  is 
normative  and  Christian.  Statements  like  “what  we  make  of  the  Christian 
story  and  tradition  and  what  we  make  of  contemporary  life  should  be 
brought  together  so  that  a growing  understanding  of  theology  may 
emerge”,  or  that  “new  truths  about  the  nature  and  being  of  God  may  be 
seen”,  or  that  “the  community  interprets  and  articulates  the  vision  of 
church  unity  and  therefore  needs  to  be  wider  and  more  inclusive”,  are 
quite  strange  to  Orthodox  experience  which  is  rooted  and  seeks  to  be 
rooted  in  the  experience  of  the  Prophets,  the  Apostles  and  the  Fathers  and 
Saints  of  the  Church  of  Christ  throughout  the  ages.  It  is  obvious  that  such 
a methodology  which  relies  heavily  on  the  dialogue  between  the  church 
and  the  world  rather  than  on  the  dialogue  between  man  in  Christ  and  His 
Church  with  God,  is  the  logical  corollary  to  the  ecclesiology  which 
understands  the  Church  in  sociological  terms  or  in  terms  of  its  relation- 
ship and  interaction  with  the  world. 

The  special  aspect  of  the  methodology  envisaged  in  the  background 
documents  consists  in  the  promotion  of  topics  suggested  by  the  interac- 
tion between  Church  and  world.  Such  a topic  is  the  present  one  concern- 
ing the  community  of  women  and  men  in  church  and  society.  What  is 
advanced  here  is  consistent  with  the  above-mentioned  ecclesiological 
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context  and  its  theological  methodology.  However,  what  is  regarded  as 
renewal  and  unity  in  church  and  society  finds  no  biblical  or  traditional 
warrant. 

This  is  clearly  to  be  seen  in  the  demand  for  the  equality  of  the  sexes 
which  is  pushed  forward  as  a point  of  church  renewal  against  an  alleged 
inequality  in  the  traditions  of  the  Church.  Here  we  see  that  the  integrated 
method  with  a new  emphasis  on  experience  renders  results  which  stand  in 
blatant  contradiction  with  the  biblical,  the  credal-canonical,  the  liturgical 
and  generally  the  traditional  patterns  of  the  Christian  Church.  I do  not 
wish  to  go  into  details,  or  to  make  a traditionalist  plea  here.  But  I cannot 
help  thinking  that  it  is  unscientifically  presumptuous,  to  say  the  least,  to 
criticize  the  traditional  understanding  and  order  of  the  community  of  men 
and  women  in  the  church  as  implying  sexism  and  inequality  of  sexes 
before  you  have  made  serious  enquiry  as  to  the  logic  enshrined  in  the 
traditions  of  the  Church  and,  indeed,  before  actually  testing  the  Christian 
character  or  status  of  such  terms  as  equality  of  sexes,  inclusive  community 
(as  opposed  to  a traditioning  community ). 

The  very  term  “sex”  implies  natural  male  and  female  differentiation 
and  distinction  which  cannot  be  described  by  the  abstract  and  ideological 
term  of  equality.  The  traditional  teaching  of  the  Church,  at  least  as  the 
Orthodox  Christians  perceive  it,  entails  a spiritual  identity  between 
women  and  men  and  a biological  distinction  which  implies  complemen- 
tarity as  opposed  to  inequality.  It  is  within  this  context  of  the  biological 
differentiation  that  we  find  not  only  in  man- woman  relations  (in  the 
context  of  family  and  marriage  in  particular)  but  also  in  ma(e)n-ma(e)n7 
and  woma(e)n-woma(e)n8  relations  a certain  order  which  is  useful  and 
even  necessary  for  the  performance  of  certain  functions  and  the  achieve- 
ment of  certain  aims.  Similar  orderings  of  a biological  natural  character 
are  observed  in  the  rest  of  creation. 

There  are  hierarchies  in  the  world  which  do  not  imply  inequality  but 
complementarity  and  the  retention  of  their  integrity  constitutes  the 
guarantee  of  their  wellbeing  and  fulfilment.  Such  is  also  the  order  in  the 
Church  (I  mean  the  ordained  priesthood  as  distinct  from  the  laity)  which 
has  been  under  attack  in  the  present  Study  programme  through  the  claim 
of  the  alleged  “equality  of  women  and  men”,  which  demands  the 
ordination  of  women  to  the  priesthood.  The  restriction  of  ordained 
priesthood  to  men  only  does  not  imply  inequality,  since  the  gift  adminis- 
tered by  the  priest  is  equally  available  — to  the  same  measure  — to 
priests  and  lay  people,  men  and  women.  In  the  Orthodox  perspective 
significant  differentiations  between  Christians  arise  not  from  the  positions 
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or  functions  that  one  occupies  or  performs  in  the  Church,  but  from  the 
measure  of  one’s  participation  in  and  consistency  with  the  grace  of  God 
which  is  equally  made  available  to  all. 

Since  my  intention  here  is  not  to  enter  into  a thorough  discussion  of  all 
the  points  made  in  the  background  material  but  to  speak  generally  and  in 
an  introductory  but  fundamental  way,  I shall  not  delay  any  more  in 
discussing  the  special  aspect  of  methodology,  but  go  on  to  discuss  the 
special  topic  of  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  and  the 
World  from  the  Orthodox  perspective  as  I indicated  in  the  opening 
statements  of  this  paper. 

4.  The  Community  of  Women  and  Men 

In  Orthodox  doctrine  women  and  men  are  both  identical  and  distinct. 
They  are  identical  inasmuch  as  they  are  both  made  in  the  image  and 
likeness  of  God , and  they  are  distinct  inasmuch  as  they  are  respectively 
endowed  with  peculiar  male  and  female  characteristics  which  are  not 
exchangeable  or  interchangeable. 

In  traditional  language  the  former  perspective  of  identity  of  image  and 
likeness  refers  (properly  or  principally)  to  the  soul,  the  inner  aspect  of  the 
human  being,  whilst  the  latter,  the  perspective  of  distinction,  refers  to  the 
body.  In  more  contemporary  language  we  could  say  that  the  identity  of 
women  and  men  is  psychological  or  spiritual,  and  their  diversity  is 
biological  or  bodily. 

The  Orthodox  tradition  supplies  us  with  a number  of  profound  elabora- 
tions on  these  perspectives,  which  can  be  understood  both  internally  and 
externally,  separately  and  together  as  forming  an  indissoluble  unity. 

The  identity  of  the  “in  the  image  and  likeness  of  God”  is  understood 
externally  as  referring  to  human  lordship  and  dominion  over  the  rest  of 
creation.  Internally  examined,  however,  the  undifferentiated  image  of 
men  and  women  refers  primarily  to  the  rational,  mindful  and  self- 
determining  (auxs^oboiov)  capacities  of  their  souls  which  enable  them 
to  participate  in  God’s  nature  and  perfection  (i.e.  God’s  powers  and 
energies). 

The  external  and  internal  aspects  of  the  image  and  likeness  are  likewise 
interconnected  inasmuch  as  the  one  interprets  the  other.  The  dominion  of 
men  and  women  over  the  rest  of  the  creatures  is  realized  in  terms  of 
understanding  the  latter  (mind),  articulating  the  reasons  of  their  nature 
(logos)  and  using  and  guiding  their  life-movement  (will).  In  this  percep- 
tion women  and  men  belong  to  a community  which  is  actively  engaged  in 
the  life  of  creation  and  which  can,  in  turn,  be  described  in  the  last  instance 
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as  a participation  in  (iiETOX'n)  and  cooperation  with  (auvepysia)  God  the 
Almighty  Creator  and  Sustainer  of  all  things. 

The  somatic  or  biological  differentiation  of  male  and  female  does  not 
automatically  suggest  incompatibility  or  contradiction,  but  implies  natu- 
ral complementarity.  It  calls  for  a union  which  results  in  life,  in  effect,  an 
increase  and  multiplication  of  the  human  race  which  enjoys  God’s 
blessing.  Now  the  psychological-spiritual  and  the  somatic-biological 
perspectives  are  again  profoundly  interconnected  inasmuch  as  the  former 
always  expresses  its  activity  through  the  latter. 

So  far,  so  good...  But  there  is  a serious  problem,  or  rather,  problems, 
which  amount  to  a certain  loss  or  confusion  in  the  community  of  men  and 
women  in  creation.  I say  a certain  loss  because  the  problem,  namely,  the 
Fall,  is  neither  total,  nor  final,  and  therefore  not  irredeemable.  There  are 
three  basic  levels  to  this  problem,  (a)  the  theological,  (b)  the  anthropolog- 
ical, and  (c)  the  cosmological,  which  can  be  distinguished  in  the  context 
of  analysis  but  not  in  the  context  of  existence. 

Another  way  of  describing  the  problem  of  the  Fall  of  women  and  men 
from  the  original  design  of  their  communion  in  the  church  and  the  world 
is  by  saying  that  the  psychological  aspect  has  been  subjected  to  the 
biological  aspect  so  that  the  identity  of  women  and  men  is  lost,  as  it  were, 
by  being  subjected  to  the  distinction  of  the  biological  make-up  of  both. 
Thus  the  identical  souls  become  “male”  and  “female”  and  their  spiritual 
and  hegemonic  powers  are  subjected  to  and  serve  the  powers  of  the  body 
which  are  merely  led  by  instinct.  This  is  a traditional  problem  which  has 
resulted  in  terrible  strife  between  women  and  men.  It  is  part  of  God’s 
economy  for  dealing  with  this  problem  that  has  given  rise  to  a certain 
ordering  or  structuring  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  in  their 
fallen  state.  There  is  in  other  words  a law  which  is  to  be  traced  both  in  the 
Old  and  the  New  Testaments  even  though  some  minor  modifications  do 
appear  in  the  two  biblical  contexts. 

The  problem  can  also  be  seen  in  exactly  opposite  terms,  i.e.  as  the 
subjection  of  the  biological  difference  to  the  psychological  or  spiritual 
identity.  The  actual  result  of  this  is  the  suppression,  misuse  and  even 
subversion  of  male  and  female  sex  — the  case  that  seems  to  be  more 
dominant  in  our  present  time.  Here  again  appropriate  laws  are  introduced 
with  the  view  to  preventing  further  aggravation  of  the  problem  and 
procuring  repentance  and  restoration. 

Experience  has  shown  how  such  laws,  though  good,  are  hard  to  fulfill. 
But  Christian  experience  shows  that  at  this  point  we  have  God’s  interven- 
tion in  Christ  and  his  Church  which  exerts  a healing  effect  upon  those  in 
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need.  In  Christ  and  his  Church  there  is  no  male  and  female  but  a new 
man,  a new  creation.  This  is  an  eschatological  reality  firmly  established 
in  the  Risen  Lord  Himself  and  especially  in  the  new  body  which  He 
brought  to  light  through  His  glorious  and  mighty  resurrection.  In  the  first 
instance  this  means  that  Christ’s  human  soul  is  not  subjected  to  his  body 
but  the  opposite  is  the  case.  Since  His  soul  is  neither  male  nor  female,  it 
follows  that  the  maleness  of  Christ’s  body  is  not  a point  of  contradiction 
but  of  reconciliation  and  complete  and  real  renewal.  But  it  may  also  mean 
— and  this  is  most  probably  the  case  — that  Christ’s  risen  body  is  no 
longer  male,  as  it  was  before,  but  resembles  that  of  the  angels  who  are  not 
male  or  female  for  they  do  not  marry  nor  are  they  given  to  marriage.  If 
this  is  the  case,  then,  those  who  participate  in  Christ  are  inwardly  restored 
to  the  former  identity  and  will  overcome  the  biological  distinction  of  the 
present  body  in  heaven.  The  practice  of  Christian  virginity  linked  with 
Christian  ascetism  bears  witness  to  this.  However,  as  long  as  we  Chris- 
tians on  earth  have  not  yet  participated  in  the  bodily  resurrection  of 
Christ,  we  still  need  the  law  (OT  and  NT)  with  all  its  regulations  to  guide 
us  and  prepare  us  for  the  final  journey  and  perfection.  Fulfilling  the  law  in 
our  life  is  precisely  restoring  the  image  of  Christ’s  soul  to  our  soul, 
becoming  identical  with  it,  neither  male  or  female.  This  is  the  witness  of 
Mary  and  the  Saints  as  the  chief  members  in  the  Church.  In  the  Orthodox 
Tradition,  however,  there  is  a very  strong  sense  of  the  participation  of  the 
body  in  the  renewal  which  is  in  Christ.  The  cult  of  the  relics  of  the  Saints 
is  a certain  demonstration  of  the  above. 

5.  Some  specific  conclusions 

1.  The  sacramental/liturgical  dimension  of  the  Church  with  its  Trinita- 
rian, Christological  and  soteriological  foundation  should  be  recovered 
and  made  primary.  Otherwise  the  fundamental  distinction  between 
society  (secular)  and  koinonia  (Christian)  may  be  lost. 

2.  The  biblical/traditional  theological  perspectives  should  be  restored 
to  their  primary  place  in  our  methodology.  We  need  to  hear  the  Tradition 
clearly  before  we  attempt  to  criticize  it  from  new  points  of  view  which 
may  also  be  questionable.  Although  all  experience  should  be  taken 
seriously  and  critically  examined,  not  all  experience  is  Christian  and 
normative. 

3.  The  biblical/traditional  perspectives  on  male  and  female  should  be 
examined  not  only  “negatively”  from  modem  general  sociological  points 
of  view  but  also  “positively”  from  their  primary  normative  intention, 
before  critical  assessments  are  made. 


126  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


In  all  three  directions  the  Orthodox  have  a lot  to  contribute  and  their 
voice  should  be  sought  persistently  by  their  Protestant  fellow-Christians, 
not  only  because  the  Orthodox  are  usually  reluctant  in  formulating  their 
views,  but  also  because  their  views  represent  the  wisdom  of  the  Christian 
Tradition. 
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6.  Reports  of  Working  Groups 


Report  of  Group  I 


A.  Post-Sheffield 

The  eight  members  of  our  group  had  differing  experiences  of,  and 
reactions  to,  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study. 
Several  had  been  deeply  involved  in  the  process  and  in  follow-up  of 
various  kinds;  some  had  never  heard  of  the  Study  nor  of  Sheffield,  but 
were  deeply  concerned  with  the  same  issues;  one  noted  that  the  CWMC 
issues  had  little  relevance  in  her  situation  and  that  “feminism”  is  not  a 
term  acceptable  to  the  Orthodox  Church. 

Members  of  the  group  found  it  impossible  to  single  out  the  effects  of 
Sheffield  within  a whole  longer  process  of  change,  to  which  many  factors 
have  contributed.  But  we  noted  that  a number  of  changes  have  occurred  in 
some  of  our  churches,  and  that  Sheffield  had  undoubtedly  contributed  to 
some  of  these.  In  particular  we  noted  the  increased  participation  of 
women  in  many  of  our  churches,  in  ordained  and  lay  ministries,  theologi- 
cal education,  decision-making  bodies  and  denominational  structures, 
and  in  the  ecumenical  movement.  We  spoke  of  an  increased  attention  to 
women’s  questions  and  to  feminist  theology.  In  the  words  of  one 
member:  “Women  in  the  church  are  now  on  the  agenda.” 

However  we  also  noted  that  in  some  cases  there  is  continuing  opposi- 
tion to  such  changes  and  that  many  women  still  experience  problems 
within  their  churches.  The  comment  was  made  that  the  process  begun  at 
Sheffield  is  always  under  threat. 

We  noted  with  some  disappointment  that  so  far  the  only  published 
translation  of  the  Sheffield  report  is  that  in  German.  We  therefore 


128  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


recommend  to  the  Standing  Commission  of  Faith  and  Order  that  all 
possible  steps  be  taken  to  facilitate  translations  of  the  Sheffield  report  into 
Spanish  and  French. 


B.  Insights  and  implications  of  the  CWMC  study  for  the  understand- 
ing of  the  church 

1 . Power  and  powerlessness 

The  question  of  power  and  powerlessness  is  one  of  the  key  issues  that 
arises  from  the  Community  Study.  The  study  points  to  possibilities  of 
being  the  church  in  a non-imperialistic  way,  of  being  a church-in- 
community. One  of  the  chief  values  of  the  Community  Study  is  the  fact 
that  it  reflects  the  experience  of  that  part  of  the  community  that  sees  itself 
as  powerless. 

Some  see  in  socio-political  structures  the  presence  of  demonic 
elements  (“principalities  and  powers”)  that  must  be  overcome.  In 
situations  where  the  church  itself  enjoys  power  the  crucial  question  is, 
how  is  this  power  used,  and  on  behalf  of  whom?  Often  those  in  power 
are  “power-blind”.  The  improper  and  negative  uses  of  power  always 
entail  violence. 

However  there  is  for  Christians  an  understanding  of  a good  way  to  use 
power.  Jesus  Christ  used  his  power  to  heal,  reconcile  and  release 
(liberate).  His  was  a power  that  made  people  whole.  The  church  is 
commissioned  to  continue  Christ’s  ministry  of  healing,  reconciling  and 
liberating.  As  people  appropriate  their  dignity  as  children  of  God,  beings 
made  in  God’s  image,  they  are  empowered. 

2.  Expressions  of  pain 

In  our  discussion  frustration,  pain  and  agony  were  expressed  by  a 
number  of  group  members  on  issues  relating  to  women  and  men  in  the 
church.  These  included: 

— the  gap  that  exists  between  the  vision  of  community  and  the  reality  of 
life  as  actually  experienced  in  the  churches; 

— the  seeming  incompatibility  between  the  commitment  to  visible 
church  unity  and  the  commitment  to  the  community  of  women  and 
men  in  the  church; 

— the  continuing  sense  of  voicelessness  and  exclusion  felt  by  many 
women  in  different  areas  of  church  life; 

— the  exaltation  of  the  “given  unity”  of  the  church  despite  our  continu- 
ing experience  of  eucharistic  exclusiveness; 


Report  of  Group  I 129 

i — the  use  of  exclusive  language,  and  categories  of  thought  and  expres- 
sion that  divide  Christians  from  one  another; 

| — our  inability  to  communicate  that  which  is  important  to  us. 

3.  Unity  and  the  vision  of  renewal 

The  search  for  unity  and  the  vision  of  a renewed  community  of  women 
and  men  in  the  church  require  a process  of  ecumenical  learning.  The 
i process  of  our  group  taught  us  all  that,  because  partners  in  ecumenical 
; dialogue  come  from  a variety  of  cultural  and  ecclesial  contexts  and  have 
I different  understandings  about  the  nature  of  the  church,  great  sensitivity 
I is  essential  in  listening,  explaining  and  discovering  the  contribution  of 
each  participant. 

We  affirm  our  commitment  to  both  the  unity  of  the  church  and  the 
renewal  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  in  the  church,  and  draw 
| attention  to  what  we  see  as  the  danger  of  playing  one  against  the  other. 

| Care  must  be  taken  to  ensure  that  progress  towards  church  unity  not  be 
sought  at  the  expense  of  those  who  are  voiceless  and  marginalized  in 
church  structures. 

At  the  same  time,  we  wish  to  affirm  that  an  understanding  of  the  church 
I as  mystery  and  prophetic  sign  and  as  a redeemed  human  community  are 
complementary,  and  that  polarization  of  these  understandings  impedes 
] renewal. 

In  moving  towards  the  vision  of  renewed  community,  we  find  that  our 
incamational  understanding  of  the  church  is  very  helpful.  Our  under- 
standing of  incarnation  as  God-becoming-human  gives  value  and  dignity 
to  every  person  and  mobilizes  us  in  the  direction  of  participation  and 
partnership. 

We  also  understand  the  church  as  a eucharistic  community.  In  the 
i eucharist  we  celebrate  the  presence  of  Christ  with  us  here  and  now.  Yet  at 
; that  very  table  some  of  us  are  painfully  aware  that  the  unity  which  Christ 
has  given  us  in  the  church  is  not  yet  fully  manifested.  In  our  commitment 
to  unity  and  renewal  we  are  reminded  that  the  powers  of  evil  are  definitely 
i defeated  in  Christ’s  death  and  resurrection,  but  they  also  have  to  be 
overcome  again  and  again  both  personally  and  as  Christians  in  society. 

4.  Implementing  the  vision 

The  compelling  vision  of  the  renewed  community  which  was  articu- 
lated by  the  CWMC  study  challenges  us  to  take  steps  towards  its 
realization.  In  the  Gospels  the  announcement  of  the  reign  of  God  does  not 
simply  point  to  a dream.  Its  power  and  presence  are  among  us.  The  vision 


130  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 

of  the  renewed  community  challenges  relationships  that  are  characterized 
by  domination,  oppression  and  exclusion.  It  calls  us  to  change  and 
commitment. 

What  are  the  forces  that  hinder  the  realization  of  the  vision?  What 
powers  and  traditions  are  we  up  against?  What  are  the  structures  that 
resist  movement  towards  community,  and  why?  To  what  extent  have  the 
concerns  and  impulses  from  the  CWMC  study  been  taken  up?  Can  we 
point  to  any  experience  in  the  Christian  community  of  men  giving  up 
positions  and  power  in  order  to  allow  women  to  participate?  Can  we  see 
any  progress  towards  the  implementation  of  the  vision  of  renewed 
community  in  those  churches  which  are  hierarchical  in  their  structures? 

Whatever  the  answers  to  these  questions,  we  should  not  be  discouraged 
but  should  continue  to  press  on,  asking:  “Given  the  vision  and  accepting 
our  limitations,  what  concrete  steps  can  we  take  even  now?” 

C.  The  case  studies 

We  see  the  case  study  methodology  as  of  value  inasmuch  as  it  takes 
human  experience  as  its  starting  point  and  as  a reality  that  is  reflected 
upon  in  the  light  of  faith.  By  telling  us  what  sort  of  community  women 
and  men  actually  experience  in  their  churches,  a contribution  is  made  to 
our  understanding  of  ecclesiology.  This  methodology  permits  us  to 
discern  the  incarnational  presence  of  Christ  in  the  hopes,  struggles  and 
achievements  of  the  people  of  God  in  certain  specific  situations. 

We  also  appreciate  that  this  methodology  is  closely  tied  to  that  of  the 
CWMC  Study,  as  it  involves  the  inter-relation  between  doing  theology 
and  implementing  change,  interpreting  traditions  and  envisioning 
renewal.  We  regretted  that  more  time  was  not  available  for  group 
discussion  of  the  different  case  studies. 

1 . Case  study  from  India 

a)  Ministry:  In  our  discussion  appreciation  was  expressed  for  the 
insights  that  emerged  about  new  forms  of  ministries  for  both  women 
and  men.  We  saw  that  these  are  often,  though  not  exclusively,  of  a 
pastoral  nature;  that  is,  they  enable  the  various  members  of  the  body  of 
Christ  to  attain  the  maturity  and  mutuality  sustained  by  the  vision  of 
the  renewed  community.  Significant  ecumenical  opportunities  open  up 
in  many  cases  through  such  new  ministries.  However  we  also  noted 
that  in  some  other  contexts  new  forms  of  ministries  for  women  become 
“special  ministries”,  which  then  function  to  exclude  them  from 
traditional  ministries. 
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A question  was  raised  about  models  of  ministry.  In  view  of  the  fact  that 
these  are  often  drawn  from  old,  static  models  of  society,  can  we  not 
recover  the  rich  variety  of  ways  in  which  Jesus  Christ  served?  What 
ministries  relate  to  the  way  people  live  today? 

b)  Mission  and  unity:  Appreciation  was  expressed  too  for  the  fact  that 
the  bold  venture  of  church  union  in  the  case  of  the  Church  of  South  India 
was  primarily  for  the  sake  of  the  world,  that  is  to  say,  for  the  sake  of 
making  known  the  reconciliation  of  the  world  initiated  by  God  in  Christ. 
We  saw  that  this  missionary  concern  and  impetus  to  personal  and 
corporate  renewal  also  lay  at  the  heart  of  the  CSI  decision  to  ordain 
women  as  presbyters. 

We  noted  that  as  it  tried  to  live  out  its  unity  and  its  purpose  to  be  the 
sign  of  God’s  mystery  and  God’s  people,  the  CSI  modified  previously 
existing  structures.  This  raises  the  problem  of  the  tension  between 
faithfulness  to  etemally-valid  “revealed  structures”,  and  the  recognition 
that  some  aspects  of  church  structure  have  developed  historically  in  the 
course  of  the  church’s  life  in  the  world. 

c)  Societal  structures  and  roles:  It  was  pointed  out  that  in  a situation  of 
societal  stratification,  such  as  in  India,  the  church  as  an  inclusive 
community  is  a powerful  sign  of  reconciliation  and  unity  not  only  for  the 
church  itself,  but  for  humankind. 

We  also  discussed  the  fact  that  in  many  societies  with  rigid  role 
definitions  the  functions  of  child-nurturing  are  often  not  valued.  The 
vision  of  renewed  community  impels  us  to  see  that  human  beings  can 
worthily  fulfill  a variety  of  roles  and  that  child-nurturing  is  an 
important  and  valuable  task  which  should  be  recognized  as  such  and 
affirmed. 

2.  The  Orthodox  presentation 

Our  group  appreciated  the  depth  of  theological  thinking  in  the  two 
papers  which  made  up  the  Orthodox  presentation.  We  observed  the 
difference  in  method  from  the  other  two  presentations  and  suggested  that 
in  future  it  would  be  important  to  have  more  information  about  the 
particular  situation  of  women  and  men  in  the  Orthodox  church,  in  the 
form  of  a descriptive  picture  and  more  experiential  material. 

Further  explanation  of  the  Orthodox  perspective  was  given  as  follows: 

a)  Many  opportunities  are  given  tor  women  to  participate  and  serve  in 
the  church  and  Orthodox  women  have  no  feeling  of  exclusion.  Many 
women  are  studying  theology  and  teaching  theology  in  schools  and  also  at 
university.  But  more  important  than  being  active  in  the  church  is  to 
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become  a saint  in  the  body  of  Christ.  The  focus  must  always  be 
Christocentric. 

b)  Theology  and  a true  understanding  of  the  church  are  more  important 
than  the  study  of  society  because  the  presence  of  the  body  of  Christ  will 
change  society  through  a process  of  transfiguration.  Because  the  church  is 
seen  primarily  as  the  body  of  Christ,  and  not  as  a socio-political  reality, 
many  issues  dealt  with  in  the  CWMC  Study  seem  seriously  imbalanced 
from  an  Orthodox  point  of  view. 

Group  members  appreciated  the  development  of  the  concept  of 
koinonia , a true  community  of  women  and  men,  in  the  paper  of  Father 
Limouris.  This  concept  of  koinonia  as  communion  in  Christ,  a commu- 
nity based  on  a relationship  to  God,  where  love  rules,  offers  a theological 
basis  for  a vision  of  a community  of  women  and  men  living  in  mutuality 
in  the  church. 

3.  Case  study  from  the  United  States  of  America 

a)  “ Men’s  church,  women's  church”:  This  study  dealt  with  a specific 
local  church  in  which  the  concerns  of  the  Community  Study  have  been 
taken  up  (in  terms  of  leadership  and  the  use  of  inclusive  language).  Of 
particular  interest  to  our  group  was  the  reflection  that  in  the  past  it  was 
as  if  there  were  two  churches:  a “male  church”  that  gave  structure  and 
leadership  (“it  wrote  the  books”),  and  a “women’s  church”  that  sought 
money  for  the  church  and  its  work,  studied  the  Bible,  ministered  to  its 
own  members,  was  committed  to  mission,  and  was  asked  to  look  after 
the  practical  details  of  church  life.  The  women  could  only  exert 
influence  or  bring  about  change  through  their  husbands  who  held 
positions  of  power  within  the  “men’s  church”.  Single  women  thus  had 
no  influence. 

The  present  stage  in  the  life  of  this  congregation  is  characterized  by  a 
coming  together  of  the  “men’s  church”  and  the  “women’s  church”.  It  is  a 
process  of  finding  out  what  mutuality  means.  It  is  a long,  hard  road  to 
create  a community  of  women  and  men  in  mutuality.  We  noted  that  the 
congregation,  in  the  preparation  of  this  case  study,  undertook  an  arduous 
process  of  self-study.  This  helped  it  to  understand  both  the  problems  and 
the  possibilities  inherent  in  its  efforts  to  create  a more  inclusive  commu- 
nity of  women  and  men  within  its  own  life. 

b)  This  experience  seems  to  be  true  in  at  least  some  other  parts  of  the 
world.  The  challenge  is  that  as  we  begin  to  travel  the  road  towards 
renewed  community,  we  often  become  aware  of  our  divisions  in  a fresh 
way.  The  roles  of  laymen  and  lay  women  in  the  various  tasks  of  service, 
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mission,  administration,  teaching,  etc.  of  the  church  should  be  examined 
to  see  how  they  limit,  or  enhance,  the  use  of  each  person’s  gifts.  It  is 
essential  to  ensure  the  full  participation  of  all.  However  this  should  not 
turn  into  a power  struggle  in  which,  tragically,  the  loss  is  felt  to  be  greater 
than  the  enrichment  brought  about  by  a new  vision  of  partnership  among 
the  whole  people  of  God. 


6.  Reports  of  Working  Groups 


Report  of  Group  II 


I.  On  from  Sheffield 

Every  member  of  the  group  had  something  to  contribute  from  their  own 
situation  about  the  development  of  the  issues  of  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  Study.  In  some  cases,  like  England  and  the  United 
States  of  America,  this  was  a direct  result  of  the  World  Council  study  and 
in  response  to  the  challenge  of  the  Sheffield  recommendations  sent  to  all 
the  member  churches  by  Central  Committee. 

— In  England  the  British  Council  of  Churches  responded  to  the  Sheffield 
consultation  by  producing  a study  guide,  Circles  of  Community,  for 
local  groups;  it  also  funded  a two-year  project  to  consider  the  impact 
of  the  feminist  movement  on  the  churches.  The  United  Reformed 
Church  and  the  Methodist  Church  both  set  up  working  groups  on  the 
Sheffield  recommendations  while  the  Church  of  England  has  had  a 
major  study  on  the  participation  of  women  in  local  and  national 
synodical  structures  and  in  the  boards  and  councils  of  the  Church.  In 
addition  a growing  number  of  women’s  groups  are  emerging:  the 
Catholic  Women’s  Network;  Women  in  Theology;  the  Christian 
Women’s  Resource  Centre;  Women  in  Inter-faith  Dialogue. 

— In  Japan  the  United  Church  of  Christ  has  tried  new  ways  of  Bible 
studies  for  women.  The  National  Christian  Council  Women’s  Com- 
mittee set  up  a dialogue  between  Christian  feminists  and  women  in 
other  religions,  as  well  as  a study  on  Christian  feminism.  Recently  the 
fiftieth  anniversary  of  the  ordination  of  women  was  celebrated  and 
women  ministers  organized  theological  research.  There  is  generally  a 
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growing  interest  in  feminist  theology  but  not,  in  Japan,  as  a direct 
result  of  Sheffield. 

— In  the  German  Democratic  Republic  it  seemed  that  after  Sheffield  and 
Dresden  questions  were  too  quickly  answered  about  the  controversial 
50  percent  participation  of  women  and  other  issues.  Now  there  seems 
a certain  stagnation  and  the  issues  are  hardly  discussed,  especially  by 
the  church  leaders.  Women’s  questions  are  not  being  heard  and 
feminist  theology  is  only  alive  amongst  a small  group  of  women. 
Opposition  to  feminist  issues  often  comes  from  women  themselves,  as 
was  seen  in  the  Lutheran  World  Federation  Conference  in  Budapest 
where  women  said  they  “didn’t  understand  the  issues”. 

— In  the  United  States  of  America  major  shifts  are  taking  place  in  the 
roles  of  men  and  women,  raising  fundamental  questions  for  the 
institution  of  the  family.  The  National  Council  of  Churches  has  a 
primary  commitment  to  the  issues  of  the  Community  Study.  Its  major 
work,  much  debated,  has  been  the  publication  of  an  inclusive 
language  lectionary.  In  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  the  question  is 
intensifying  as  women  begin  leaving  a church  in  which  they  feel  there 
is  no  role  for  them.  The  Disciples  of  Christ  continue  their  long 
commitment  to  the  issues  as  seen  in  a major  consultation  in  Iowa  in 
1 985 , which  selected  the  community  of  women  and  men  as  one  of  its 
leading  themes. 

— In  Czechoslovakia  there  has  been  some  attempt  to  work  on  inclusive 
language  and  feminist  theology.  It  was  the  good  experience  of  women 
in  teaching,  preaching  and  pastoral  care  that  led,  thirty  years  ago,  to 
the  ordination  of  women.  In  the  last  years  the  situation  of  women  in 
the  ordained  ministry  has  improved  greatly.  However,  the  inter- 
related “web  of  issues”  pointed  to  by  the  Community  Study  are  only 
beginning  to  be  addressed. 

— Amongst  the  Orthodox  the  issues  are  little  discussed.  Some  research 
has  been  completed  by  individual  writers.  The  exception  is  in  the 
United  States,  where  the  Orthodox  Church  of  America  produced  in 
1980  a study  document  on  the  Community  Study  called  Women  and 
Men  in  the  Church . Many  Orthodox  women  continue  to  be  critical  of 
Sheffield.  They  feel  that  the  issues  formulated  by  the  Community 
Study  do  not  impinge  upon  them  and  that  the  way  the  questions  are 
formulated  are  foreign  to  their  understanding  the  church. 

These  examples  are  very  limited  but  they  do  suggest  that  the  issues  of 
the  Community  Study  in  general,  and  the  Sheffield  recommendations  in 
particular,  have  had  differing  impacts  in  the  various  parts  of  the  world 
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represented  in  our  group.  Nevertheless,  in  some  form  or  other,  issues 
relating  to  the  Community  Study  are  surfacing  almost  everywhere.  This 
led  the  group  to  observe: 

a)  The  importance  of  exchange  of  perspective  and  insights  amongst 
different  churches  and  different  regions  of  the  world.  Only  the  World 
Council  of  Churches  is  in  a position  to  ensure  that  this  happens 
through  consultations,  publications  and  its  Assemblies. 

b)  The  need  for  the  study  on  unity  and  renewal  to  stimulate  (1)  discus- 
sion in  areas  where  this  study  has  had  little  chance  to  take  root  (our 
group  welcomed  the  plans  for  regional  development  proposed  at 
Stavanger),1  and  (2)  case  studies  amongst  the  Orthodox  churches  in 
different  parts  of  the  world. 

II.  Reflection  on  three  case  studies  of  the  Prague  consultation 

The  group  expressed  their  gratitude  for  the  three  so-called  “case 
studies”  and  the  two  introductory  reflections  on  the  Community 
Study.  While  recognizing  the  very  different  nature  of  the  contribu- 
tions, each  presented  in  their  very  different  ways  ecclesiological 
issues  arising  out  of  the  experiences  of  the  community  of  men  and 
women  in  the  church. 

A.  The  method  of  the  Community  Study  as  a valid  way  of  discovering 
truths  about  the  nature  of  the  church 

The  Prague  consultation  was  set  up  on  the  basis  of  listening  to  case 
studies  and  asking  what  insights  these  had  for  an  understanding  of  the 
nature  of  the  church.  This  followed  the  underlying  method  of  the 
Community  Study,  which  was  based  on  the  exploration  of  the  experience 
of  being  women  and  men  in  community  and  upon  bringing  what  was 
discovered  from  that  experience  into  dialogue  with  scripture  and  Tradi- 
tion. The  method  was  described  as  “a  double  dynamic”  in  which  scripture 
and  Tradition  sometimes  affirms  experience,  sometimes  judges  it,  and 
experience  enables  us  to  discover  new  depths  in  the  Tradition.  The 
Community  Study  provided  many  case  studies,  indeed  it  was  itself  “a 
case  study  of  case  studies”  which  contained  many  ecclesiological  insights 
(cf.  the  paper  presented  at  this  consultation  by  the  Rev.  Janet  Crawford). 
Our  group  found  the  case  studies  presented  at  Prague  to  be  a significant 
and  refreshing  departure  from  the  normal  style  of  Faith  and  Order  work, 
offering  us  new  ways  of  thinking  and  working  ecumenically.  The  Rev. 
Sandra  Winter  Park  took  us  existentially  into  the  life  of  a specific 
congregation  and  showed  us  how,  in  this  particular  local  church,  new 
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modes  of  behaviour  and  new  patterns  of  living  in  the  community  of  the 
church  had  emerged. 

While  agreeing  that  this  method  of  action-reflection  — the  bringing 
together  of  scripture  and  Tradition  with  experience  — is  a valid  way  of 
engaging  in  ecumenical  theology,  some  reservations  about  the  way  it  was 
followed  were  expressed  by  some  members  of  the  group: 

— There  needs  to  be  a greater  recognition  of  liturgical  experience  as  the 
central  and  unique  part  of  the  experience  of  a Christian  community  as 
distinct  from  any  secular  group.  Here  the  Orthodox  have  an  important 
contribution  to  make.  In  liturgical  experience  the  whole  community 
enters  into  “kairos”,  “saving  time”,  “another  realm”,  “redemptive 
time”  which  is  constitutive  of  the  life  of  the  Christian  community. 

— Any  future  work  should  ensure  that  the  experience  of  a wider 
community,  both  ecclesially  and  regionally,  is  brought  into  the  study. 

— Descriptions  of  the  method  of  the  study  should  make  clear  that 
experience  is  itself  a part  of  both  scripture  and  Tradition  and  not 
something  separate  or  distinct  from  it. 

— Greater  clarity  needs  to  be  sought  on  the  understanding  of  Tradition 
and  the  relation  between  scripture  and  Tradition.  This,  of  course,  is  a 
question  lying  behind  much  ecumenical  study.  Following  on  the 
Montreal  report  ( Scripture , Tradition  and  Traditions) , 2 the  Commu- 
nity Study  has  fruitful  insights  to  offer  for  a theological  method  in 
which  both  experience  and  reflection  (reason)  are  given  a proper 
place. 

— Our  group  also  recognized  that  some  people  are  not  “comfortable” 
with  the  part  of  the  method  that  explores  experience,  and  others  are 
not  “comfortable”  with  the  emphasis  on  reflection  on  scripture  and 
Tradition.  While  agreeing  that  all  need  to  be  engaged  in  both  aspects, 
it  was  acknowledged  that  some  persons,  because  of  their  particular 
skills  and  sensitivities,  will  have  more  to  contribute  to  the  analysis  of 
experience,  and  others  to  the  explication  of  Tradition.  The  study  on 
unity  and  renewal  needs  to  continue  to  encourage  each  side  to  take 
seriously  the  contribution  of  the  other,  and  to  hold  the  two  in  creative 
balance.  To  show  the  need  for  both  aspects  was  one  of  the  values  of 
the  Prague  consultation. 

B.  The  central  ecclesiological  challenge 

From  the  ecclesiological  insights  of  the  Community  Study,  as  pre- 
sented by  both  the  Rev.  Dr  Constance  Parvey  and  the  Rev.  Janet 
Crawford,  as  well  as  the  three  case  studies  there  surfaced  again  and  again 
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the  question  of  two  different  “ecclesiological  models”.  These  were 
caricatured  as  an  “Orthodox/Catholic  model”  which  defines  the  church  as 
the  church  “in  essence”,  where  the  liturgical  community  is  the  primary 
expression  of  the  church  and  “church  activities”  are  seen  as  “ecclesiastical 
affairs”;  and  a “Protestant  model”  which  seemed  to  some  to  take  the 
sociological  structures  of  the  people  of  God  within  human  history  as  its 
primary  starting  point.  In  the  first  model  the  emphasis  is  upon  participa- 
tion in  the  mystery  of  Christ  and  the  church  as  his  body,  understood 
sacramentally.  In  the  second  model  the  emphasis  is  upon  the  organiza- 
tional activities  of  the  church,  understood  as  a community  in  the  world. 

Our  group  wrestled  with  the  fundamental  question  of  whether  the 
Community  Study  in  general,  and  the  case  studies  in  particular,  were 
based  exclusively  on  the  second  model  in  such  a way  as  to  deny  the  first. 
We  came  to  recognize  the  danger  of  too  hastily  placing  others  into  one  or 
another  polarized  ecclesiological  position.  We  became  aware  of  the 
urgent  need  to  learn  each  other’s  “ecclesiological  language”.  We  began  to 
ask,  “is  it  not  possible,  instead  of  setting  one  ecclesiology  over  against  the 
other,  to  discover  within  the  Community  Study  an  integrated  ecclesiol- 
ogy, a balanced  ecclesiology  which  might  draw  and  hold  together  the 
divided  churches,  and  draw  women  and  men  together  within  the  commu- 
nity of  the  church?”  What  became  clear  was  the  need  to  watch  our 
language  in  talking  on  the  one  hand  about  the  church  itself,  which  in  its 
being  (essence)  is  the  body  (humanity)  of  Christ,  the  divine  mystery,  the 
koinonia,  and  cannot  be  divided  (we  are  already  one  in  our  common 
baptism);  and  on  the  other  hand  the  “human  face  of  the  church”,  the 
“society  of  the  church”,  the  community  (as  distinct  from  koinonia)  which 
shows  signs  of  brokenness. 

When  we  move  towards  an  “integrated  ecclesiology”  the  divisions  and 
brokenness  that  we  recognize  in  the  stories  of  the  Community  Study,  and 
in  Rev.  Sandra  Park’s  case  study,  are  seen  for  what  they  are  — a denial  of 
the  oneness  we  already  have  in  baptism.  One  Orthodox  member  of  our 
group  suggested  that  the  “narrower”  definition  of  the  church  “in  essence” 
had  great  possibility  for  changing  the  broken  structures  and  relationships 
in  the  church.  The  Orthodox  view  of  the  church  allows  for  a variety  of 
“models”.  It  allows  for  different  structures  and  patterns  of  organization  of 
ministries  (diaconia)  to  emerge,  according  to  the  particular  cultural 
context  and  structure  of  society  in  which  the  church  finds  itself.  The 
principle  of  “economy”  allows  for  change  in  structures  and  order  without 
changing  the  liturgical  structures  of  the  priesthood  which  are  rooted  in  the 
Christian  history  of  salvation.  While  maintaining  the  “core”  of  the  faith, 


Report  of  Group  II  1 39 


the  “legacy  of  the  undivided  church”,  “what  is  essential”,  the  principle  of 
economy  allows  structural  change  and  a variety  of  models  of  the  church’s 
ministries  (diaconia)  in  the  world  to  emerge. 

Our  group  experienced  painfully  how  difficult  it  is  to  find  ways  of 
talking  about  the  church  which  do  not  deny  the  insights  and  faith  of  other 
Christians,  thus  blocking  discussion.  Nevertheless  we  came  to  see  that 
with  patience  and  determination  it  is  possible  to  move  forward  together. 
We  agreed  that  in  the  continuation  of  the  Community  Study  issues,  and 
by  bringing  a wider  group  into  the  study,  significant  progress  can  be  made 
not  only  in  healing  the  divisions  in  the  ordered  life  of  the  community  but 
in  reaching  a common  understanding  of  the  nature  of  the  church.  All  of 
the  other  ecclesiological  issues  which  emerged  from  our  reflections  on  the 
case  studies  were  bound  up  with  this  fundamental  ecclesiological  discus- 
sion. 

C.  The  nature  of  the  unity  we  seek 

In  reflecting  upon  the  experience  presented  to  us  by  the  Rev.  Dr 
Padmasani  Gallup  of  the  Church  of  South  India,  we  are  reminded  that  the 
desire  for  unity  is  essential.  Only  a genuine  desire  for  unity  will  bring 
about  that  metanoia  (repentance)  needed  both  for  bringing  churches 
together  and  for  healing  the  divisions  in  human  community.  We  are 
reminded  that  our  case  studies,  and  the  Community  Study,  always  viewed 
the  church  from  inside.  We  need  to  be  aware  of  how  Christian  division  is 
interpreted  by  those  outside  the  church.  From  Japan,  from  the  perspective 
of  India,  from  socialist  and  non-socialist  countries,  we  learned  that  the 
church  needs  to  be  visibly  united  to  face  external  challenges,  to  be 
effective  in  mission  and  to  give  credible  witness  and,  most  of  all,  to  offer 
united  worship  to  the  Triune  God.  The  goal  of  visible  unity  was  always 
affirmed  by  the  Community  Study,  but  Dr  Gallup’s  reflections  on  the 
Church  of  South  India  underlined  for  us  that  visible  unity  has  profoundly 
to  do  with  the  quality  of  relationships  between  those  united  in  the 
eucharist:  it  has  consequences  for  the  equal  participation  of  women  and 
men  in  the  structures  of  the  church,  in  the  sharing  of  “power”.  She  also 
made  it  clear  that  for  her  and  for  the  Church  of  South  India  the  ordination 
of  women  to  the  priesthood,  at  least  in  appropriate  cultural  situations,  was 
a necessary  part  of  the  outward  expression  of  the  church’s  unity.  Many  in 
our  group  wanted  to  affirm  these  signs  of  visible  unity  of  the  church,  and 
felt  that  “ecclesiastical  joinery”  — even  agreement  on  the  common 
confession  of  the  faith,  on  baptism,  eucharist  and  ministry  and  on  the 
structures  of  the  church  — can  never  be  sufficient  for  visible  unity.  There 
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must  be  expressions  of  the  obliteration  of  brokenness  in  the  community  of 
women  and  men  in  the  church,  as  well  as  the  obliteration  of  all  other 
forms  of  brokenness  — of  the  whole  “interlocking  web  of  oppression” 
described  at  the  Sheffield  consultation. 

D.  Women  and  the  priestly  ministry 

Both  the  case  study  from  the  Church  of  South  India  and  that  from  the 
United  States  of  America  underlined  once  more  the  question  of  the 
relation  between  the  ordination  of  women  to  the  priesthood  and  the  unity 
of  the  church.  Our  group  asked  the  familiar  questions:  is  it  a matter  of 
economy;  is  it  a church-dividing  issue;  can  we  move  closer  together 
despite  our  divided  practices  in  this  areas;  is  the  acceptance  of  the 
ordination  of  women  to  the  priesthood  necessary  for  the  visible 
expression  of  the  church’s  unity?  However,  a prior  question  kept 
surfacing  in  the  group:  what  priesthood  has  the  ministry?  To  the 
Orthodox  in  particular,  achieving  a common  understanding  of  the 
priesthood  in  relation  to  the  ministry  is  a prerequisite  for  resolving  the 
question.  Here  the  convergence  on  the  understanding  of  priesthood/ 
ministry  in  the  Lima  text  (“Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry”)  was 
welcomed.  Our  group  looked  for  further  work  on  the  relationship 
between  the  unique  High  Priesthood  of  Christ,  the  priesthood  of  the 
whole  people  of  Christ  in  the  local  church,  and  the  priesthood  of  the 
ordained  ministry.  The  Community  Study  had  much  to  contribute  to  this 
discussion,  and  here  the  experience  of  women  in  those  churches  that  do 
ordain  women  to  a ministry  of  word  and  sacrament  is  an  essential 
element  in  the  discussion,  as  well  as  the  experience  of  congregations 
who  call  forth,  support  and  experience  that  ministry. 

E.  Participation  and  determining  the  life  of  the  community  of  the  church 

We  recognized  that  the  Community  Study  and  the  Rev.  Park’s  case 

study  both  raised  questions  of  participation  in  the  life  of  the  church,  of 
sharing  in  the  “power”,  “authority”,  and  the  “determining  of  the  life  of 
the  community”.  Here  again  we  must  choose  very  carefully  the  language 
we  use  to  describe  the  experience,  of  some  women,  of  those  structures 
which  women  experience  as  oppressive  and  excluding.  Equally,  the 
language  with  which  we  respond  to  such  testimonies  from  experience  has 
to  be  carefully  chosen.  The  Community  Study  suggests  that  the  participa- 
tion of  men  and  women  is  not  of  the  same  quality,  and  that  there  is 
unequal  participation  in  the  ordering  and  decision-making  structures  in 
the  life  of  the  community.  How  do  those  without  a voice,  whether  they 
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are  marginalized  because  of  sex,  class  or  colour,  find  a voice  in  the  places 
where  the  life  of  the  community  is  determined? 

How  should  the  church  live  in  such  a way  that  it  embodies  its  belief  that 
all  are  equal?  These  questions,  bom  out  of  the  experience  of  many 
women,  need  to  be  related  to  our  understanding  of  participation  in  the 
liturgical  life  of  the  community  as  well  as  its  organizational  structures. 

They  also  have  to  be  seen  in  relation  to  different  roles,  and  the 
assignment  of  roles  in  the  Christian  community.  Here  again  the  Commu- 
nity Study,  with  its  case  studies  and  testimony  from  experience,  should 
influence  any  work  Faith  and  Ordei  undertakes  on  structures  of  authority 
and  decision-making. 

F.  The  church,  the  imago  Dei  and  the  place  and  role  of  Mary 

Genesis  1:27  was  a foundational  text  in  the  Community  Study  and  our 
group  recognized  that  the  Orthodox  presentation  had  important  material 
worthy  of  further  study  and  reflection  in  relation  to  our  understanding  of 
the  image  of  God.  For  Orthodox  the  imago  Dei  is  the  same  in  women  and 
men.  The  image  is  to  be  interpreted  in  a “spiritual”  and  not  “bodily” 
sense.  It  is  Christ  who  restores  the  image  in  us.  Although  he  is  a “male 
icon”  the  image  is  the  image  of  male  and  female.  Mary  is  the  first  of  the 
community  of  redeemed  humanity  to  realize  the  work  of  Christ  in  a 
unique  way.  While  not  far  from  us  she,  in  a unique  way,  tells  us  of  the 
image  restored  through  the  incarnation  of  her  Son.  Any  follow-up  to  the 
Community  Study  should  reflect  on  the  place  and  role  of  Mary,  for  the 
Orthodox  see  Mary  as  providing  a role  model  for  both  women  and  men 
and  also  as  restoring  a “feminine”  dimension  to  the  church. 


NOTES 

1 See  “Faith  and  Renewal”,  ed.  Thomas  F.  Best,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  131,  Geneva, 
WCC,  1986,  p.21 1. 

2 “The  Fourth  World  Conference  on  Faith  and  Order:  the  Report  from  Montreal  1963”,  eds 
P.C.  Rodger  and  L.  Vischer,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  42,  London,  SCM  Press,  1964, 
pp.  50-61. 


6.  Reports  of  Working  Groups 


Report  of  Group  III 


Group  III  had  eight  members  and  included  a Roman  Catholic  Domini- 
can from  France,  an  Orthodox  from  Greece,  a Lutheran  from  America,  a 
Methodist  from  Argentina,  a Presbyterian  from  the  Cameroon,  a 
Reformed  from  France,  an  Evangelical  Brethren  from  Czechoslovakia 
and  a member  of  the  Church  of  South  India  — altogether  three  men  and 
five  women.  (A  member  of  the  United  Reformed  Church  in  the  United 
Kingdom  was  present  initially.)  Our  cultural,  linguistic  and  ecclesial 
diversity  was  a blessing  in  the  sense  that  it  affirmed  the  urgent  necessity 
for  a high  level  of  trust  and  openness  in  order  to  be  able  to  speak,  hear  and 
listen.  However,  we  recognized  that  formal  discussion  of  the  presenta- 
tions was  hampered  by  language  barriers  within  the  group. 

I.  Sheffield  — a postscript 

1.  Whether  we  liked  it  or  not,  acknowledged  it  or  not,  Sheffield 
affected  us  all  in  our  own  situations.  The  reports  ranged  from  “total 
ignorance”  of  Sheffield,  to  its  “considerable  effects”.  “Sheffield  had 
stimulated  a re-examination  of  the  constitution  of  our  churches  in  terms  of 
ordination  of  women  and  fairness  of  representation  of  the  constituent 
members  on  councils  and  committees  where  the  power  of  decision- 
making is  lodged,”  was  one  report.  Sheffield  was  also  perceived  nega- 
tively as  giving  a “fixed  image  of  the  church  according  to  North 
America”.  It  seemed  to  be  generally  true,  especially  in  Africa  and  Asia, 
that  Sheffield  provided  the  impetus  for  the  churches  to  look  critically  at 
their  own  situation,  just  as  the  International  Women’s  Decade  had 
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encouraged  secular  organizations  to  examine  themselves  in  terms  of 
male-female  participation. 

2.  The  Roman  Catholic  (France)  and  Orthodox  (Greece)  members  of  our 
group  affirmed  that  all  avenues  of  active,  recognized  ministry  are  open  to 
women  except  that  of  ordained  ministry  in  the  church.  The  Roman  Catholic 
member  related  that  in  the  total  catechetic  ministry  of  the  church  in  France, 
women  outnumber  men  by  nine  to  one.  This  participant  regretted  that,  in 
the  discussions  around  the  community  of  women  and  men,  too  much 
emphasis  was  placed  on  the  traditional  ordained  ministry.  He  suggested 
that  further  study  should  be  made  on  biblical  texts  that  could  broaden  and 
renew  our  understanding  of  women’s  ministry  in  the  church.  The  Orthodox 
member  acknowledged  that  women  are  the  pillars  of  their  church.  Both 
reported  from  their  situations  that  lay  leaders  are  encouraged  within  the 
church’s  ministry  and  that  there  are  a large  number  of  lay  women  leaders,  a 
situation  unthinkable  twenty  years  ago.  Both  the  Roman  Catholic  and 
Orthodox  members  reported  that  there  is  a move  to  revive  the  ordained 
diaconate  for  women.  In  neither  situation  was  there  an  acknowledgment  of 
brokenness  in  the  community  of  women  and  men  in  the  church. 

3.  In  Czechoslovakia,  several  of  the  Protestant  churches  have  recog- 
nized the  pastoral  gifts  of  their  women  and  have  called  them  to  the 
ordained  ministry  for  decades.  In  addition,  some  are  moving,  albeit 
slowly,  to  invite  and  allow  women  into  places  of  decision-making. 
However  the  scripture,  written  in  a patriarchal  historical  context,  is  not  to 
be  touched  in  any  kind  of  effort  at  introducing  a greater  level  of  equality 
in  human  relationships.  A Czechoslovakian  participant  quoted  the 
church’s  position  as  follows:  “There  must  be  a good  reason  why  the 
language  of  the  Bible  is  not  inclusive.” 

4.  In  Cameroon  (French)  the  women’s  organization  within  the  church 
is  very  strong.  When  the  pastor  is  overworked  with  many  parishes, 
women  do  everything  necessary  for  the  worship  and  ongoing  life  of  the 
church.  “Why  can’t  we  do  the  one  thing  when  we  do  everything  else?”  is 
a painful  query  from  the  women.  “If  being  Christian  is  renewal,  we  have 
to  do  something,”  is  an  understanding  of  ecclesiology  which  goes  beyond 
structural  unity  to  the  renewal  of  the  whole  ecclesia. 

5.  The  Church  of  South  India  is  struggling  to  be  the  body  of  Christ 
witnessing  to  the  unity  in  Christ  in  the  midst  of  persons  of  other  faiths.  It 
has  begun  to  call  women  to  the  full  ordained  ministry  of  its  church,  and  is 
consciously  moving  towards  fair  representation  of  women  and  men  in  its 
councils  and  committees,  in  a recognition  of  the  church  as  a community 
of  women  and  men. 
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6.  The  member  from  the  Methodist  Church  in  Argentina  celebrates  the 
fact  that  her  church  has  a commitment  to  the  principle  of  the  priesthood  of 
all  believers.  It  attempts,  in  its  study  and  programme,  to  practise  the 
collegial  authority  of  a circle  rather  than  the  hierarchical  one  of  a 
pyramid,  so  that  in  the  equality  of  women  and  men  their  respective 
experience,  and  the  wisdom  of  their  reflection,  is  shared  fully. 

7.  The  Reformed  Church  in  France  has  no  problems  with  the  leadership 
of  women  in  the  church,  was  the  report  from  one  group  member.  The 
church  concentrates  now  on  teaching  and  “not  losing  persons  from  the 
church”.  A rigid  ecclesiology  is  not  known;  women  lead  worship  as  often 
as  men.  In  the  absence  of  a pastor,  the  delegated  woman  leader  may 
consecrate  and  distribute  the  elements  of  the  eucharist,  a situation 
unthinkable  twenty  years  ago.  “Now  it  is  natural,”  was  the  happy 
affirmation  of  this  member  — a positive  move  towards  healing  the 
brokenness  in  the  church. 

II.  Sheffield  and  the  third  world 

Africa,  Latin  America  and  Asia  were  represented  in  our  group  by  three 
women.  In  an  attempt  at  articulating  an  ecclesiology  we  were  forced  to 
look  at  our  ecclesial  histories,  at  the  peculiarities  of  having  been  brought 
to  birth  as  “mission  churches”.  “Mission”  carried  an  inevitable  cultural 
pattern  which  alienated  the  early  mission  churches  from  both  their  own 
cultural  roots  and  their  neighbours.  The  church  was  foreign  to  the  culture. 
But  this  is  changing.  Conscious,  unconscious  and  spontaneous  expres- 
sions of  the  experience  of  liberation  through  the  gospel  of  Jesus  Christ  are 
giving  distinctive  characteristics  and  identities  to  the  churches  in  the  third 
world.  We  have  felt  free  to  respond  to  the  “raw  fact”  of  Christ,  and  to 
build  and  articulate  our  faith  around  the  body  of  Christ. 

III.  Sheffield  and  ecclesiologies 

As  we  began  to  move  into  ecclesiology  there  were  more  questions  than 
answers:  what  is  the  church?  which  church?  how  do  you  identify  the 
church?  what  is  the  identity  of  the  church  in  Africa  and  Asia?  Two  basic 
definitions  or  descriptions  of  the  church  became  acceptable  as  starting 
points  for  an  ecclesiology.  One  is  the  understanding  of  the  church  as  a 
“given”,  somewhat  static;  the  other  is  the  church  as  unfolding,  dynamic, 
changing  in  structure  as  well  as  nature. 

If  the  CWMC  study  did  nothing  else,  it  drew  attention  to  the  tragic 
extent  to  which  ecclesiologies  have  become  polarized.  It  is  as  if  the  men/ 
women  polarization  is  but  a symptom  or  a symbol  of  other  polarizations: 
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the  nature-structure  polarization  of  the  church  as  a continuing  “given”,  in 
tension  with  the  church  as  called,  gathered  and  constantly  renewed;  the 
emphasis  on  tradition  versus  experience;  the  eucharist/ministry-mission 
dichotomy;  the  focus  on  theology  or  sociology;  the  authority  of  tradition 
and  the  authority  of  scripture. 

The  church  was  variously  described  according  to  the  understanding  and 
experience  of  the  traditions  represented  in  our  group:  we  spoke  of  the 
church  as  a sacramental,  mystical,  Trinitarian  community;  of  the  church 
as  first-fruits  with  an  eschatological  dimension  which  is  salvific,  requir- 
ing adherence  to  a moral  and  spiritual  discipline;  of  the  church  not  to  be 
identified  with  society  or  the  world,  but  to  be  perceived  as  the  leaven 
therein;  of  the  church  as  present  in  all  Christian  churches,  but  not  fully 
present  until  an  eschatological  fulfilment  in  God’s  time  (an  affirmation  of 
the  uniting  churches);  of  the  church  as  a community  celebrating  the 
sacraments  of  baptism  and  eucharist,  which  can  be  seen  as  both  an 
invitation  and  “fertilization”  to  find  God  around  the  eucharist,  and  to 
“give  birth”  to  new  community. 

Sheffield  focused  both  on  the  church  as  a broken  community  of  women 
and  men  and  as  a sign  of  renewed  community.  The  understanding  of  the 
nature  of  this  community,  or  in  formal  terms  “ecclesiology”,  emerged 
gradually  as  we  began  to  listen  to  the  specific  experiences  which  group 
members  revealed  about  their  own  church’s  attempts  at  obedience  to  the 
Lord,  and  faithfulness  to  scripture  and  Tradition. 

If  the  fundamental  purpose  of  Sheffield  was  indeed  to  explore  issues  of 
gender  in  community,  and  if  the  “essential  nature  of  the  study  was 
ecclesiological”,  pertaining  to  inclusive  community  of  women  and  men  in 
the  church,  then  for  those  in  the  third  world  it  added  another  dimension  to 
the  issue  of  community.  We  had  to  ask  how  to  be  and  to  become  the  body 
of  Christ,  the  eucharistic  community  in  the  midst  of,  as  well  as  removed 
from,  our  neighbours  and  relatives  who  subscribe  to  a different  faith.  The 
ecclesial  community  has  to  be  conscious  at  the  same  time  of  an  extended 
inclusiveness  (of  caste,  tribe,  clan),  as  well  as  tighter  exclusiveness  in 
terms  of  discipline.  The  eucharistic  community  of  the  church  mandates  an 
unequivocal  affirmation  of  faith,  an  uncompromising  discipline  of  scrip- 
ture-based spirituality/morality,  and  an  unrelenting  pursuit  of  evangelism, 
as  well  as  witness  within  the  community.  Along  with  issues  of  the 
community  of  women  and  men  in  the  church,  the  mutuality  required 
within  the  body  of  Christ  opens  up  issues  of  the  community  of  rich  and 
poor,  high  and  low  caste,  tribal  and  language  groups  within  one  and  the 
same  ecclesial  community  which  meets  at  the  table  of  our  Lord  and  at  the 
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foot  of  the  cross.  Within  this  ecclesia  we  seek  unity  and  renewal.  Our 
sources  of  renewal  are  Jesus  at  the  cross,  the  Christ  of  the  resurrection, 
the  eucharist  of  the  broken  body,  the  scripture  fulfilled  in  Christ  and  the 
relationship  of  the  koinonia,  the  worshipping  community  gathered 
together  and  renewed  by  God. 

The  ecclesiologies  represented  within  our  grasp  were  diverse,  if  not 
polarized.  There  is  ample  evidence  that  the  church  as  the  body  of  Christ 
has  responded  to  the  social  changes  taking  place  around  it,  resulting  in  a 
new  equality  of  women  and  men.  These  changes  are  not  attempted 
randomly,  but  are  a consequence  of  attempting  to  live  by  faith  and  in 
faithfulness  to  the  Christian  values  of  the  gospel  of  Jesus  Christ.  It  is  an 
outcome  of  both  repentance  and  faith,  and  a response  to  God’s  call  to 
obedience  to  God’s  will  for  women  and  men  in  community. 

Recommendations 

1.  More  extensive  and  in-depth  study  of  the  scriptures  is  necessary  to 
provide  a fuller  theological  framework  for  ecclesiology. 

2.  Interpretation  of  scripture  needs  to  follow  a methodology  that  takes 
into  consideration  the  nature  of  the  group  involved,  its  theological 
background  and  cultural  variety. 

3.  The  explorations  of  ecclesiology  need  to  hear  and  incorporate  the 
experience  of  the  church  as  a minority  in  the  midst  of  people  of  other 
living  faiths,  as  well  as  case  studies  from  other  cultures. 


7.  Reports  and  Reflections 


A Personal 

Theological/Ecclesiological  Reflection 
on  the  Prague  Consultation 

MARTIN  CRESSEY 


This  reflection  was  developed  as  a personal  overview  of  the  consulta- 
tion at  the  request  of  the  participants.  It  began  as  a draft  text  for  the 
elaboration  of  a concerted  account  of  the  process,  but  there  proved  to  be 
insufficient  time  for  its  completion  in  that  sense.  It  is  written  from  the 
perspective  of  a participant  in  the  Sheffield,  Chantilly,  Stavanger  and 
Prague  meetings  — that  is  its  claim  to  a certain  objective  subjectivity 
about  the  process! 

Two  theological  approaches 

The  work  of  the  consultation  focused  on  the  three  studies  of  Christian 
experience  presented.  Study  of  experience  had  also  been  a vital  element 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches’  programme  on  “The  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  in  the  Church”.  Participants  in  the  CWMC  programme 
who  shared  in  this  consultation  showed,  by  their  recollections  and 
evaluations  of  that  programme,  how  important  it  was  that  contemporary 
experiences  of  women  and  men  who  shared  in  the  Study  were  taken  as  a 
starting-point  for  theological  reflection. 

Already  in  the  reports  of  the  groups  which  studied  the  three  cases  it  is 
clear  that  the  approach  to  theological  reflection  from  this  direction,  i.e. 
from  study  of  experience,  must  be  related  to  the  approach  which  begins 
from  scripture,  and  from  the  Tradition  which  embraces  the  scriptural 
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revelation.  It  was  for  the  same  reason  that  the  first  consultation  of  the 
Faith  and  Order  study  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of 
Human  Community”  at  Chantilly,  France,  January  1985,  worked  on  its 
statement  concerning  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”, 
which  was  further  intensively  discussed  at  the  meeting  of  the  Faith  and 
Order  Plenary  Commission  in  Stavanger,  Norway,  August  1985.  (This 
statement  is,  by  decision  of  the  Stavanger  meeting,  under  editorial 
revision  for  later  distribution.1) 

The  Chantilly/Stavanger  statement  is  an  example  of  the  attempted 
inter-relation  of  theological  methods.  Its  title  alludes  to  theological 
themes  which  have  played  a great  part  in  Christian  tradition;  “mystery” 
(mysterion)  is  a New  Testament  word  for  the  “open-secret”  of  God’s 
eternal  plan  in  Christ  for  the  reconciled  life  of  humankind.  “Mystery”  has 
also  been  used  to  refer  to  the  sacramental  life  of  the  church.  “Sign”  has 
been  applied  by  the  Second  Vatican  Council  and  the  Uppsala  Assembly  of 
the  WCC  to  the  church  as  sign  and  instrument  of  God’s  unitive  purpose. 
At  the  Vancouver  Assembly  of  the  WCC  the  sign  was  characterized  as 
“prophetic”,  that  is,  as  sign  given  by  Christ,  which  provides  both  a pre- 
vision of  God’s  fulfilled  purpose  and  a judgment  on  both  the  human 
community  and  the  ecclesial  community,  whenever  the  divine  purpose 
has  been  resisted. 

These  concepts  of  “mystery”  and  “prophetic  sign”  were  discussed  both 
at  Chantilly  and  Stavanger  in  relation,  on  the  one  hand,  to  the  scriptures 
(and  in  particular  the  scriptural  testimony  to  the  sovereign  rule  of  God, 
the  kingdom)  and,  on  the  other  hand,  in  relation  to  contemporary  issues  of 
human  alienation  and  of  human  renewal  struggling  to  overcome  that 
alienation.  This  combination  of  themes  and  styles  of  discussion  produced 
at  Stavanger  considerable  theological  tension  and  consequent  dis- 
agreement, but  it  focused  attention  on  the  need  to  receive  God’s  revela- 
tion in  particular  situations,  through  particular  experiences. 

Receiving  God's  revelation 

Such  reception  (and  “reception”  is  a key  word  in  Faith  and  Order  study 
today)  is  essential  to  the  theme  of  unity  and  renewal.  The  CWMC 
consultation  on  “The  Authority  of  Scripture  in  the  Light  of  the  New 
Experiences  of  Women”  (Amsterdam,  1980)2  highlighted  the  issues. 
How  do  new  experiences  relate  to  the  givenness  of  God’s  self-revelation? 
From  a Christian  viewpoint,  new  experiences  are  certainly  to  be  evaluated 
by  seeing  how  they  kindle  insight  upon  the  given  revelation,  and  are  in 
turn  illuminated  and  corrected  by  the  revelation.  Of  course  the  range  of 
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experiences  considered  must  include  the  experience  of  believers,  in  the 
eucharist  and  in  the  life  of  discipleship.  But  is  it  possible  for  such 
experiences  not  only  to  challenge  misunderstanding  and  misuse  by 
Christians  of  the  revelation,  but  even  to  challenge  the  form  of  that 
revelation,  mediated  through  patriarchal  societies,  whose  male  perspec- 
tive distorted  God’s  self-communication?  Such  a question  must  seem 
radical  in  the  setting  of  Faith  and  Order  work,  but  it  is  one  form  of  a 
question  about  the  authority  of  scripture  which  has  been  agitating  the 
churches  ever  since  critical  scrutiny  of  the  scriptures  began  in  the  struggle 
to  relate  the  mission  of  Jesus  to  the  structure  of  Jewish  and  Greco-Roman 
traditional  societies. 

The  Prague  consultation  again  engaged  with  this  issue  as  it  followed 
day  by  day  the  Bible  studies  led  by  Prof.  Elisabeth  Schiissler  Fiorenza 
(Federal  Republic  of  Germany  and  the  USA)  on  a feminist  theological 
reconstruction  in  New  Testament  hermeneutics  and,  through  the  second 
presentation,  reflected  on  the  Orthodox  understanding  of  the  roles  of 
women  and  men  determined  by  the  being  of  the  church  in  Christ. 

In  relation  to  CWMC,  the  presentation  by  the  Rev.  Janet  Crawford 
made  it  clear  that  the  Community  Study  had  been  “essentially  biblical, 
Christological  and  Trinitarian”;  yet  it  had  also  raised  controversy  over 
hermeneutics,  over  the  significance  of  Jesus,  the  saviour  of  women 
and  men,  being  male,  and  of  Mary  being  a woman,  yet  also  forerunner 
of  all  future  Christians,  men  and  women;  it  had  raised  debate  also  over 
the  language  of  the  creeds  in  glorifying  God  as  Father,  Son  and  Holy 
Spirit.  The  study  of  the  fourth  world  conference  on  Faith  and  Order 
(Montreal  1963)  on  “Scripture,  Tradition  and  Traditions”3  needs  to  be 
brought  back  into  active  consideration  by  the  churches  in  relation  to 
the  recent  developments  of  ecumenical  debate  on  exegesis  and  her- 
meneutics. 

The  question  of  hermeneutics 

To  return  to  the  Bible  studies,  these  presupposed  the  critical  feminist- 
theological  hermeneutics  of  liberation  set  out  in  Prof.  Schiissler  Fioren- 
za’s  books  In  Memory  of  Her 4 and  Bread , not  Stone.5  They  sought  to 
elaborate,  with  the  help  of  historical-critical  analysis,  two  distinct  para- 
digms of  the  church  in  the  New  Testament.  Prof.  Schiissler  Fiorenza  has 
herself  summarized  their  approach  as  follows:  “In  such  a critical  feminist- 
theological  teaching  the  story  of  the  ‘woman  bent  double’  in  Luke  13:10- 
17  becomes  a paradigm  for  the  societal  and  ecclesial  ‘bondage’  of  women 
in  patriarchy.  It  challenges  us  to  focus  our  attention  on  these  women  on 
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‘the  bottom  of  the  patriarchal  pyramid’  oppressed  by  racism,  classism, 
imperialism  and  sexism.  It  calls  us  to  solidarity  with  them  in  conversion 
and  repentance.” 

“Patriarchy”  was  carefully  defined  in  the  Bible  studies  as  a histori- 
cal-sociological-theological concept  that  was  first  articulated  by  Aris- 
totle and  has  decisively  influenced  Western  culture  and  Christian 
theology.  By  using  patriarchy  as  a heuristic  concept  for  analyzing  New 
Testament  texts  and  reconstructing  the  Jesus  movement  and  early 
Christian  missionary  movement,  the  church  as  “the  discipleship  of 
equals”  becomes  historically  and  theologically  visible.  Inclusiveness, 
wholeness  and  “equality  from  below”  characterize  the  “new  family  of 
disciples”  in  the  Jesus  movement;  “equality  in  the  power  of  the  Spirit” 
is  foundational  for  the  early  Christian  missionary  movement.  The  pre- 
Pauline  baptismal  formula  Galatians  3:28  expresses  this  theological 
self-understanding  of  the  early  Christian  missionary  movement,  which 
rejects  all  patriarchal  status-stratifications  and  religious  privileges  as 
constitutive  for  the  body  of  Christ,  the  church.  The  so-called  House- 
hold Code  texts  of  the  Deutero-  and  post-Pauline  literature  (for 
example,  Col.  3:18-4:1  and  1 Tim.  2:11-15)  seek  to  impose  the 
Aristotelian  ethos  of  patriarchal  submission  first  on  the  members  of  the 
household  — slaves,  women,  young  persons  — and  then  on  the  whole 
community,  in  order  to  lessen  the  tension  with  their  Greco-Roman 
patriarchal  society.  However,  the  Gospels  of  Mark  and  John,  which 
were  written  around  the  same  time,  “reject  all  structures  of  domination 
and  insist  that  Christians  should  not  avoid  suffering  caused  by  the 
tension  between  the  discipleship  of  equals  and  Greco-Roman  patri- 
archal society  and  culture”. 

Serious  historical  and  exegetical  and  hermeneutic  engagement  with 
the  position  thus  set  out  in  the  Bible  studies  will  be  an  important  part 
of  future  work  by  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission,  since  agreement 
on  the  scriptural  basis  for  the  roles  of  women  and  men  in  the  church 
will  be  essential  for  the  resolution  of  questions  which  now  seriously 
divide  Christians  and  churches  from  one  another.  This  feminist 
hermeneutic  addresses  the  need  of  Christian  women  (and  men  who 
support  their  hopes)  who  have  felt  they  might  have  to  abandon 
scriptural  authority  in  order  to  be  liberated.  A direct  appeal  is  made  to 
the  Jesus  movement  and  the  early  Christian  missionary  movement. 
One  might  compare  the  ecclesiological  argument  of  Emil  Brunner  in 
The  Misunderstanding  of  the  Church 6,  contrasting  a spirit-led  ekklesia 
with  the  so-called  “early  Catholicism”  of  the  pastoral  Epistles.  To  call 
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for  serious  attention  to  such  arguments  is  not  of  course  to  see  them  as 
other  than  controversial. 

Context  and  correction 

Yet  there  are  common  aims  involved  in  the  study  of  scripture  and 
Tradition.  Receiving  God’s  revelation  in  context  is  an  aim  common  to  all 
Christians.  Removing  misunderstanding  of  the  revelation  is  a task  com- 
mon to  all  Christian  education.  There  has  to  be  continuing  reflection  on 
the  way  in  which  God  the  Holy  Spirit  is  still  at  work  among  humankind, 
as  the  guide  for  this  contextualization  and  correction. 

Thus  the  Orthodox  presentation  by  the  Very  Rev.  Dr  George  Dragas 
and  the  Rev.  Dr  Gennadios  Limouris  (Ecumenical  Patriarchate)  offered 
an  understanding  of  the  Christological  context  and  criteria  for  Orthodox 
reflection  on  the  church  and  on  the  roles  of  women  and  men.  The  richness 
of  these  papers  did  not  permit  a full  consideration  of  them,  and  there  was 
a procedural  difficulty  in  considering  two  presentations  of  national  and 
local  church  experience  (Church  of  South  India  and  St  John’s  Church, 
Berkeley,  USA)  alongside  a presentation  of  the  Orthodox  theological 
position  in  which,  for  Orthodox  Christians,  any  reflection  on  experience 
should  be  grounded.  Something  of  the  concerns  put  to  the  consultation 
may  be  grasped  through  two  citations. 

From  Father  Gennadios:  “The  church  is  ‘theandric’  in  nature  (or 
constitution),  the  union  of  all  that  exists,  or  rather  destined  to  embrace  all 
that  exists:  God  and  the  creation.  It  is  the  body  of  Christ  and  therefore 
both  one  with  him  and  distinct  from  him.  The  church  is  immanent  and  has 
within  it  the  transcendent  community  of  the  Persons  of  the  Trinity,  which 
is  filled  with  boundless  love  for  the  world.” 

From  Father  George:  “The  traditional  teaching  of  the  church,  at  least  as 
the  Orthodox  Christians  perceive  it,  entails  a spiritual  identity  between 
women  and  men  and  a biological  distinction  which  implies  complemen- 
tarity as  opposed  to  inequality...  In  Orthodox  perspective  differentiations 
between  Christians  arise  not  from  the  positions  or  functions  that  one 
occupies  or  performs  in  the  church,  but  from  the  measure  of  one’s 
participation  in  and  consistency  with  the  grace  of  God  which  is  equally 
i available  to  all.” 

From  the  other  case  studies  came  a plea  to  the  traditional  Christian, 
whether  Orthodox,  Roman  Catholic  or  conservative  Protestant,  to  be 
open  to  what  is  happening  in  the  world  around,  not  abandoning  the 
tradition  but  seeing  how  in  the  context  of  developing  patterns  of  human 
life  and  relationship  there  may  be  corrected  not  the  gospel  itself,  the 
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treasure  (2  Cor.  4:7),  but  the  shape  of  the  earthen  vessels  in  which  the 
gospel  is  held  by  the  church,  vessels  which  are  earthen  not  only  in  their 
fragility  but  also  in  their  character  as  culturally  and  historically  deter- 
mined and  therefore  sometimes  distorted,  sometimes  freshly  illuminating. 
Such  reshaping  was  described,  for  example,  by  Mrs  Mabel  de  Filippini  in 
relation  to  the  “base  communities”  of  the  churches  in  Argentina. 

Two  ecclesiological  emphases  drawn  from  experience 

This  dialogue  on  ecclesiology,  only  begun  in  the  Prague  consultation, 
requires  for  its  fruitful  continuance  a reflection  on  the  two  ecclesiological 
emphases  underlying  the  two  main  positions  which  were  implicit  in  our 
deliberations. 

On  the  one  hand,  exemplified  by  the  Rev.  Dr  Padmasani  Gallup’s 
future-oriented  account  of  the  coming  to  unity  of  the  Church  of  South 
India,  there  is  a vision  of  the  church  as  in  constant  pilgrimage,  moving 
through  a history  of  the  world  in  which  the  risen  Christ  ever  calls  it  to 
respond  to  the  divine  presence,  to  the  creative  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 
Such  a vision  is  not  indifferent  to  the  past;  it  recognizes  the  (literally)  vital 
importance  of  the  source  of  the  church’s  life  in  Christ,  but  it  does  not 
identify  any  particular  moment  of  the  church’s  pilgrimage  through  history 
(e.g.  the  Reformation)  as  determinative,  normative  for  its  future.  That 
which  gives  identity  to  a river  (see  Ezek.  47)  is  its  source,  not  any  one 
part  of  the  configuration  of  its  channel  and  banks. 

Thus  in  the  Church  of  South  India  the  union  of  1947  has  opened  the 
way  to  further  steps  in  overcoming  divisions  within  the  church.  The 
ordination  of  women  to  the  ministry  of  word  and  sacrament  has  been  one 
of  these  steps,  arrived  at  by  a long  process  of  consultation  in  the  church 
and  now  being  implemented  as  each  diocesan  council  is  ready  to  make  the 
relevant  decision.  Those  involved  in  these  ordinations  have  experienced 
them  as  a renewing  act  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

Over  against  this  picture  stands  another  vision,  primary  for  some 
Christians  but  by  others  held  alongside  the  first.  This  perceives  the 
church  as  the  given  place  of  Christ’s  risen  presence  in  the  mystery  of  the 
sacraments,  and  the  gospel  as  having  a context  which  was  defined, 
under  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  in  the  foundational  period  of  the 
church. 

In  such  a perspective  “the  restriction  of  ordained  priesthood  to  men 
only  does  not  imply  inequality,  since  the  gift  administered  by  the  priest  is 
equally  available  — to  the  same  measure  — to  priests  and  lay  people, 
men  and  women”  (from  Father  George’s  paper). 
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It  was  evident,  with  regard  to  this  question  of  ordaining  women  to  the 
ministry  of  word  and  sacrament  and  in  other  ways,  that  these  two 
ecclesiological  emphases  led  participants  in  the  consultation  to  different 
initial  responses  to  particular  “cases”  of  Christian  experience.  The 
emphases  are  not  to  be  contrasted  as  respectively  subjective  and  objective 
— both  rest  upon  a faith  in  the  objectivity  of  the  risen  life  of  Christ.  They 
are  not  to  be  contrasted  as  ontological  and  functional  — both  speak  of 
being  in  Christ  and  acting  in  Christ’s  service.  They  are  not  to  be 
contrasted  as  depending  respectively  on  experience  and  revelation  — both 
claim  to  experience  God’s  self-revelation  in  the  process  of  history.  Yet 
there  are  distinct  emphases  in  the  understanding  of  the  divine/humane 
encounter,  of  the  divine/human  reality  in  which  the  mystery  of  the  gospel 
finds  its  active  expression. 

This  is  the  point  at  which  the  third  case  study  presented  by  the  Rev. 
Sandra  Park  (USA)  had  such  an  important  role  to  play.  She  enabled  us  to 
enter,  through  the  experience  of  one  local  church  in  Berkeley,  California, 
into  the  way  in  which  this  dialogue  between  the  two  ecclesiological 
emphases  has  taken  place  for  “ordinary”  Christians  over  the  past  thirty 
years. 

Her  interviews  with  members  of  St  John’s  Presbyterian  Church 
revealed  many  aspects  of  this  dialogue.  For  instance: 

a)  the  way  in  which  individuals,  e.g.  one  of  the  first  women  to  be 
elected  elder,  had  to  work  through  their  own  hesitations  over  such 
matters  as  participating  in  the  distribution  of  the  communion 
elements; 

b)  the  possibility  of  involvement  in  such  a study  of  those  opposed  to 
change,  but  still  firmly  rooted  in  the  church  as  a family; 

c)  how  difficult  it  is,  even  when  women  share  in  representative  groups, 
for  them  to  achieve  the  leadership  roles  within  such  groups,  e.g. 
responsibility  for  budgeting  and  financial  control; 

d)  the  difficulty  of  the  inclusive  language  issue,  especially  in  reading 
from  scripture  in  worship  and  in  using  inclusive  language  for  speaking 
of  God; 

e)  the  importance  of  women  in  creating  community  care  programmes; 

f)  the  feeling  among  some  women  that  male  leadership  in  ministry  is 
part  of  the  familial  pattern  of  church  life  and  possibly  essential  to 
retain  male  participation  in  the  church. 

The  feature  of  the  St  John’s  experience  which  found  the  widest  echo 
from  others  in  the  consultation  was  the  reality  of  “two  churches”  in  the 
one  local  church,  a “men’s  church”  and  a “women’s  church”;  a men’s 


154  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


church  with  token  participation  of  women  but  generally  male  leadership, 
and  a women’s  church  in  the  women’s  organizations  and  projects, 
responsible  for  many  auxiliary  and  supportive  roles  throughout  the  whole 
range  of  church  life.  The  recognition  of  this  reality  is  most  important  for 
the  present  phase  of  St  John’s,  which  is  the  hard  struggle  to  bring  together 
the  “two  churches”  in  the  one  body  of  Christ.  There  is  a grieving  for  the 
past  that  has  to  be  worked  through  before  there  can  be  a creation  and 
celebration  of  a church  of  true  mutuality. 

Truth  and  pain 

The  presentation  of  local  and  personal  experiences  highlighted  the 
emotional  commitments  that  affect  the  dialogue  about  ecclesiology.  The 
perception  of  conservative  positions  of  any  tradition  as  “rigid”  and 
“unjust”  can  easily  lead  to  an  equal  and  opposite  dogmatism  in  those 
seeking  change.  The  question  is  acutely  raised  of  how  to  introduce  into 
the  issues  of  the  struggles  against  oppression  — the  struggles  against 
sexism,  racism  and  all  the  other  forms  of  oppression  — how  to  introduce 
there  the  patience  and  mutual  openness  between  “radical”  and  “conserva- 
tive” that  have  been  found  essential  for  such  theological  tasks  as  the 
development  of  the  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  study. 

There  have  been  moving  glimpses  in  the  consultation  of  such  openness 
and  patience.  Yet  while  such  patience  may  keep  a dialogue  in  process,  it 
may  alienate  others  who  feel  that  patience  delays  justice  (cf.  the  World 
Alliance  of  Reformed  Churches  debate  about  an  attitude  to  the  South 
African  member  churches  who  support  apartheid).  Those  thus  alienated  in 
the  debate  about  sexism  have  abandoned  a reconstructive  feminism  for  a 
feminism  which  has  rejected  the  Christian  church  and  tradition  as 
incorrigibly  patriarchal,  and  finds  positive  value  in  an  alternative 
“women’s  spirituality”. 

The  issues  here  are  not  confined  to  the  sexism  debate,  but  are  relevant 
for  the  whole  ecumenical  movement  and  the  strong  feeling  in  some 
quarters  that  there  are  two  movements,  one  reconciling  (to  the  point  of 
being  too  conciliatory?);  the  other  striving  for  justice  (to  the  point  of 
being  too  destructive/aggressive?).  It  is  necessary  that  this  question  be 
explored  in  all  units  of  the  WCC,  not  only  in  the  Faith  and  Order 
Commission.  But  the  Commission  has  an  opportunity  in  the  Unity  and 
Renewal  Study  to  address  the  question  directly.  As  was  pointed  out  in  one 
of  the  groups  at  the  consultation,  to  be  patient  about  the  role  of  women  (to 
allow  the  churches  to  make  progress  with  unity  issues  such  as  those  of 
Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry , or  the  search  for  “A  Common  Expres- 
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sion  of  the  Apostolic  Faith  Today”)  may  betray  both  the  women  who  are 
denied  effective  participation  in  the  search  for  unity  and  the  search  for 
unity  itself,  which  will  reach  false  solutions  of  problems  unless  there  is  a 
fuller  development  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  in  the  church. 
Only  an  “impatient  patience”  will  serve  the  purpose. 

Hurting  and  healing 

What  is  this  “impatient  patience”?  Much  was  learnt  about  it  at  Prague. 
It  is  a combination  of  understanding,  will  and  emotion.  It  is  not  simply  an 
attitude  but  a part  of  ecclesiology,  a reflection  on  the  ecclesial  commu- 
nity, where  hurting  and  healing  both  take  place  within  the  circle  of  God’s 
love  and  so  healing  can  prevail.  It  is  an  attitude  which  enables  people  to 
recognize  what  hurts  and  what  heals;  so  at  Prague  we  found  that: 

— It  hurts  when  you  need  to  pursue  an  issue  of  deep  inner  concern  and  it 
gets  turned  into  an  inter-confessional  argument. 

— It  hurts  when  you  are  not  heard  because  your  whole  theological 
approach  is  misunderstood  as  just  an  argument. 

— It  hurts  when  you  ask  a question  and  someone  weeps  or  laughs. 

— It  hurts  when  you  weep  or  laugh  and  all  someone  does  is  ask 
questions. 

— It  hurts  when  a consultation  with  so  much  input  from  women 
concentrates  on  issues  which  men  select  from  the  agenda. 

— It  hurts  when  a consultation  on  the  community  of  women  and  men 
neglects  marriage  and  the  family  as  a place  of  that  community. 

— It  hurts  when  single  people  are  invisible  and  inaudible  in  a “family” 
conversation. 

— It  hurts  when  the  sun  goes  down  on  our  anger. 

Wrong  ideas  about  God  hurt. 

— It  heals  when  hurts  are  seen  for  what  they  are  and  openly  tackled. 

— It  heals  when  those  who  are  hurt  can  go  aside  for  a while  together. 

— It  heals  when  methods  are  planned  together  to  meet  the  perceived 
needs  of  the  whole  group. 

— It  heals  when  there  is  time  for  explaining  yourself. 

— It  heals  when  there  is  time  and  will  to  hear  the  explanation. 

— It  heals  when  there  is  time  simply  to  discover  one  another  as 
Christians. 

— It  heals  when  prayer  and  worship  are  not  only  the  framework  for  a 
meeting  but  also  its  “atmosphere”. 

— It  heals  when  we  forgive  one  another. 

The  love  of  God  heals. 
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A way  forward 

A possible  way  forward  lies  in  the  concept  of  conciliar  fellowship 
which  was  elaborated  before,  at  and  after  the  Nairobi  Assembly  of  the 
WCC.  The  Rev.  Janet  Crawford’s  paper  spoke  of  the  way  in  which  the 
study  of  “The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church”  produced 
“an  envisioning  of  renewed  community”.  It  is  instructive  to  set  this 
“envisioning”  alongside  the  description  offered  at  Nairobi  of  conciliar 
fellowship: 

A renewed  community  would  be: 

— an  inclusive  community  in 
which  no  individual  or  group 
would  be  excluded,  oppressed, 
subjugated  or  exploited; 

— a community  in  which  relation- 
ships would  be  characterized 
by  love  and  mutuality; 

— a community  of  equals  without 
domination  and  subordination, 
superiority  and  inferiority; 

— a community  embracing  and 
celebrating  diversity  and  differ- 
ence; 

— a community  encouraging  the 
full  participation  of  all  its 
members  and  the  development 
of  the  gifts  of  each  individual; 

— a community  of  women  and 
men,  living  together  as  equal 
partners. 

The  left-hand  text  refers  primarily  to  local  situations,  the  right-hand  to 
the  worldwide  church;  yet  this  comparison  indicates  how  important  for 
both  statements  is  community.  The  Chantilly/Stavanger  statement  on  the 
church  as  “mystery  and  prophetic  sign”8  needs  to  be  elucidated  in  terms 
of  the  community  and  communion  of  the  church,  in  order  that  the 
ecclesiological  issues  discussed  at  Prague  may  be  treated  in  a way  that 
engages  with  contemporary  Christian  experiences.  Such  experiences  are 
not  only  those  reflected  in  “The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the 
Church”  study  but  also  those  involved  in  other  aspects  of  what  Sheffield 


“The  one  church  is  to  be  en- 
visioned as  a conciliar  fellowship 
of  local  churches  which  are  them- 
selves truly  united.  In  this  conciliar 
fellowship,  each  local  church 
possesses,  in  common  with  the 
others,  the  fullness  of  catholicity, 
witnesses  to  the  same  apostolic 
faith,  and  therefore  recognizes  the 
others  as  belonging  to  the  same 
Church  of  Christ  and  guided  by  the 
same  Spirit.”7 
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; called  “the  web  of  oppression”.  The  Rev.  Dr  Constance  Parvey’s  paper 
| reminded  us  that  it  was  an  important  step  forward  at  Sheffield  to 
i recognize  sexism  as  part  of  the  interwoven  complex  of  racism,  classism, 

I economic  exploitation  and  other  forms  of  oppression. 

The  Community  Study  reflected  experiences  of  women  and  men  in  a 
i way  that  showed  what  it  is  like  to  feel  powerless.  The  church  is 
commissioned  to  exercise  a ministry  of  healing,  reconciliation  and  release 
towards  the  powerless  and  with  them.  Such  a ministry  is  carried  on  in  the 
i distinctive  power  of  Jesus  Christ,  a power  that  makes  people  whole. 

Release  from  the  web  of  oppression  by  that  power  involves  a painful 
I turning  to  Christ  in  penitence  for  the  many  ways  in  which  Christians 
have  taken  part  in  oppression.  Yet  despite  the  many  failures  of 
Christians,  there  are  victories  in  the  struggle  against  the  web  of 
oppression,  victories  that  may  be  celebrated  as  part  of  our  life  in  Christ. 
Just  as  the  unity  of  the  church  is  a given  reality  and  also  a task  before 
j us,  so  the  victory  of  the  risen  Christ  is  a present  reality  as  well  as  the 
ground  of  hope. 

Jesus  Christ,  bringer  of  life 

In  one  of  our  worship  services  the  consultation  was  reminded  of 
Jesus’  bringing  of  life  to  the  widow’s  son  at  Nain  (Luke  7:11-17).  The 
I weeping  woman  became  the  focus  of  Jesus’  attention:  he  had  compas- 
I sion  on  her.  The  outcome  of  that  compassion  restored  community;  Jesus 
gave  the  son  to  his  mother  and  the  crowd  was  led  to  praise  God  and  to 
disperse  to  witness  to  Jesus’  act.  Yet  it  is  following  that  act  that  the 
imprisoned  John  the  Baptiser  is  introduced  by  Luke  as  struggling  with 
the  question:  “Is  Jesus  the  coming  one?”  (Luke  7:18-20).  Today  there 
are  many  places  of  human  struggle,  places  where  the  web  of  oppression 
is  very  strong,  where  after  moments  of  breakthrough  long  years  of 
frustration  erode  hope.  So  people  are  asking:  “Where  is  deliverance  to 
be  found?”  The  church  is  called  to  be  the  community  where  Jesus  the 
life-giver  is  at  work  by  the  Spirit  in  healing  power;  in  the  church  the 
relationships  of  women  and  men  can  be  renewed  by  Christ.  In  this  and 
in  every  upsurge  of  new  life  in  Christ  the  unity  of  the  church  can  focus 
j the  mystery  of  God’s  eternal  plan  and  provide  the  sign  of  a coming 
renewal  of  human  community. 


158  Beyond  Unity -in-Tension 


NOTES 

1 “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the  Renewal  of  Human  Community:  the  Church  as  Mystery 
and  Prophetic  Sign”  (FO/85:4)  is  now  available  in  its  latest  form  for  study  and  comment 
from  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission,  150  route  de  Femey,  1211  Geneva  20,  Switzer- 
land. The  original  (Chantilly)  version  is  printed  in  “Church,  Kingdom,  World:  the  Church 
as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”,  ed.  Gennadios  Limouris,  Faith  and  Order  Paper 
No.  130,  Geneva,  WCC,  1986,  Appendix  2,  pp.  163-175. 

2 The  report  of  the  consultation  is  published  as  “The  Authority  of  Scripture”,  in  In  God’s 
Image:  Reflections  on  Identity,  Human  Wholeness  and  the  Authority  of  Scripture,  eds  Janet 
Crawford  and  Michael  Kinnamon,  Geneva,  WCC,  1983,  pp. 79-108. 

3 See  “The  Fourth  World  Conference  on  Faith  and  Order:  the  Report  from  Montreal  1963”, 
eds  P.C.  Rodger  and  L.  Vischer,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  42,  London,  SCM  Press, 
1964,  pp. 50-61. 

4 New  York,  Crossroads,  1983. 

5 Boston,  Beacon,  1984. 

6 Translated  by  Harold  Knight,  Philadelphia,  Westminster  Press,  1953. 

1 Breaking  Barriers:  Nairobi  1975 , ed.  David  M.  Paton,  London,  SPCK,  and  Grand 
Rapids,  Wm.  B.  Eerdmans,  1976,  p.60. 

8 See  note  1 . 


7.  Reports  and  Reflections 


Report  of  the 
Prague  Consultation 


An  international  consultation  on  the  theme  of  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  and  the  Unity  and  Renewal  of  the  Church  and  Human 
Community  was  held  in  Prague,  Czechoslovakia,  from  25  September  to  2 
October  1985.  The  27  participants,  15  women  and  12  men,  came  from  16 
countries  and  11  churches.  We  wish  to  record  our  gratitude  to  the 
Czechoslovak  Ecumenical  Council  for  its  generous  and  sensitive  hospital- 
ity. We  welcomed  the  opportunity  to  meet  and  discuss  with  church 
leaders  of  the  Ecumenical  Council  and  to  share  our  hope  for  the  ecumeni- 
cal movement.  In  particular  we  record  our  thanks  to  the  following 
persons:  Dr  Anezka  Ebertova,  Dr  Jaroslav  Ondra  and  Dr  Josef  Smolik. 
Sharing  in  worship  with  local  congregations,  and  taking  part  in  a service 
of  holy  communion  in  a church  packed  with  young  people,  were  moving 
experiences  for  the  members  of  the  consultation.  The  conference  found 
time  to  explore  and  enjoy  the  beautiful  city  of  Prague  bathed  in  the 
autumn  sunlight.  However,  the  painful  history  of  the  division  of  the 
churches  in  this  city  and  this  land  across  the  centuries  made  us  aware  of 
the  need  we  all  have  for  the  healing  and  reconciliation  of  our  past  and 
present  divisions. 

The  life  of  the  consultation  was  grounded  in  prayer  from  the  opening 
service  in  the  Lutheran  Church  of  St  Michael,  at  which  we  were  joined  by 
representatives  of  the  Czechoslovak  Ecumenical  Council,  to  the  closing 
act  of  worship.  Morning  by  morning,  meditations  led  by  consultation 
participants  from  different  regions  helped  us  to  feel  a part  of  a wider 
worshipping  community.  And,  at  the  moment  when  the  consultation 
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experienced  the  greatest  tension  in  committing  its  reflections  to  paper,  the 
group  testified,  by  joining  hands  in  prayer,  to  its  shared  belief  that  the 
Holy  Spirit  will  lead  us  into  all  truth.  In  this  experience  we  discovered 
afresh  that  prayer  and  theology  are  one. 

The  Prague  proceedings 

The  consultation  was  the  second  to  be  held  as  part  of  the  Faith  and 
Order  Commission’s  Study  on  Unity  and  Renewal,  one  of  the  three  major 
studies  of  the  Commission.  The  first  consultation,  held  at  Chantilly, 
France,  in  January  1985,  produced  a paper  which  was  further  developed 
at  the  Faith  and  Order  Plenary  Commission  meeting  in  Stavanger, 
Norway,  in  August  1985,  entitled  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic 
Sign”.1  The  intention  of  this  second  consultation  was  to  recall  the 
ecclesiological  insights  of  the  Study  on  the  Community  of  Women  and 
Men  in  the  Church,  the  results  of  which  were  gathered  together  in  the 
Sheffield  conference  in  July  1981. 2 Thus  the  Prague  consultation,  under 
the  moderatorship  of  the  Rev.  Dr  Paul  Crow,  was  concerned  to  explore 
and  develop  the  ecclesiological  insights  of  the  Community  Study.  It  is 
planned  that  these  insights  will,  at  a later  stage,  interact  with  the 
Chantilly/Stavanger  work  on  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic 
Sign”.  In  a similar  way  a consultation  on  ideologies,  planned  for 
September  1986,  will  contribute  to  the  ecclesiology  of  the  unity  and 
renewal  study.  The  Rev.  Dr  Constance  Parvey,  director  of  the  Commu- 
nity Study  from  1978-1982,  and  the  Rev.  Janet  Crawford  reflected  in 
different  ways  on  the  Community  Study. 

From  the  outset  the  Community  Study  was  based  upon  experience,  the 
experience  of  as  inclusive  a community  of  Christians  as  could  be  drawn 
into  the  study  process.  Experience  was  always  understood  as  a valid, 
indeed  an  essential,  part  of  theological  exploration.  This  was  reflected  at 
the  Prague  consultation  in  the  three  central  presentations  as  well  as  in  the 
presentation  of  biblical  material  by  Dr  Elisabeth  Schiissler  Fiorenza.  Her 
material  was  extremely  challenging,  and  the  group  felt  that  in  future 
consultations  it  will  be  essential  to  allow  adequate  time  for  dealing  with 
both  the  technical  and  the  personal  demands  offered  by  such  presenta- 
tions. The  group  is  grateful  for  the  privilege  of  having  Elisabeth  present 
throughout  the  entire  meeting. 

The  three  presentations  which  formed  the  centre  of  our  work  were  very 
different  in  style  and  content.  This  proved  important  not  only  for  the 
content  each  one  contained,  but  for  helping  us  understand  the  different  yet 
complementary  methods  involved  in  theological  reflection. 
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The  first  presentation,  by  the  Rev.  Dr  Padmasani  Gallup,  described  in  a 
personal  way  her  experience  in  the  Church  of  South  India.  Padma 
emphasized  the  need  for  the  visible  unity  of  the  church  in  a culture  where 
Christianity  is  very  much  a minority  religion.  She  described  also  the 
developing  role  of  women  in  the  church’s  ministry,  including  the  presby- 
terial  ministry,  and  her  own  pilgrimage  towards  ordination. 

The  second  presentation,  by  Orthodox  participants  the  Very  Rev.  Dr 
George  Dragas  and  the  Rev.  Dr  Gennadios  Limouris,  included  first  an 
evaluation  from  an  Orthodox  perspective  of  the  method  of  the  Commu- 
nity Study,  its  ecclesiological  insights  and  the  understanding  of  male  and 
female,  masculine  and  feminine.  The  second  part  was  a major  contribu- 
tion by  Father  Gennadios  entitled  “Men  and  Women:  Equal  Partners  in 
the  Christian  Community:  an  Orthodox  Point  of  View”. 

The  third  presentation,  by  the  Rev.  Sandra  Park,  was  closest  to  being  a 
“case  study”  in  the  social-scientific  sense  of  the  term.  We  found  it  to  be  a 
refreshing  departure  from  the  customary  style  of  Faith  and  Order  work.  It 
took  us  existentially  into  the  life  of  Sandra’s  congregation  in  Berkeley, 
California,  and  showed  how,  in  that  very  particular  church,  new  modes  of 
behaviour  and  new  patterns  of  living  in  the  community  of  the  church  have 
emerged. 

As  in  so  many  consultations,  the  pressure  of  time  made  it  hard  for  small 
groups  to  feel  that  their  response  did  justice  to  the  richness  of  the 
presentations.  Interpretation  and  language  and  agenda  affected  the  nature 
and  shape  of  our  discussions.  Considerable  discussion  time  was  occupied 
with  issues  prominent  in  the  North  Atlantic  regions,  particularly  between 
Protestant  and  Orthodox  members  from  North  Atlantic  churches.  As  a 
consequence  situations  of  women  and  men  coming  from  churches  in 
socialist  and  “third- world”  contexts,  which  raise  other  urgent  concerns 
and  essential  perspectives,  were  often  not  heard.  However,  an  important 
part  of  the  report  of  the  Prague  consultation  is  contained  in  the 
ecclesiological  insights  delineated  by  the  three  groups  in  their  reports.  In 
addition,  Principal  Martin  Cressey  was  asked  to  present  an  overall 
personal  reflection  upon  the  consultation.  This  was  not  an  easy  task,  and 
the  group  records  its  gratitude  for  Martin’s  patience  in  attentive  listening 
and  skillful  recording.  We  hope  that  this  reflection,  together  with  the 
three  reports,  will  enable  others  to  understand  the  discussions  and  insights 
of  the  Prague  consultation. 

It  is  the  following  recommendations,  agreed  upon  by  every  member  of 
the  consultation,  which  will  ensure  the  influence  of  the  insights  of  this 
major  international  consultation  upon  the  future  work  of  Faith  and  Order 
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— not  only  on  the  Study  on  Unity  and  Renewal,  but  also  on  its  study 
programme  work  upon  “Towards  a Common  Expression  of  the  Apostolic 
Faith  Today”  and  upon  “Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry”. 

Recommendations 

The  Prague  consultation  recommends  that: 

1.  The  Steering  Group  on  Unity  and  Renewal  consider  how  best  to 
stimulate  discussion  among  those  whose  voices  were  not  heard  in  the 
Community  Study.  In  particular,  “case  studies”  should  be  carried  out 
among  Orthodox  groups  in  different  parts  of  the  world. 

2.  The  Steering  Group  ensure  that  the  study  guide  recommended  at  the 
Stavanger  meeting  of  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission  include  issues 
such  as  marriage,  family  life,  the  role  of  Mary,  monasticism,  etc.  This 
study  guide  should  be  oriented  towards  regional  groups  in  order  that 
cultures  other  than  Europe  and  North  America  be  taken  seriously.  The 
Steering  Group  should  seek  case  studies  from  those  people  who  suffer 
exploitation  and  oppression  and  who  struggle  for  peoplehood,  for  they 
often  point  to  fresh  ecclesiological  understandings. 

3.  The  Steering  Group  on  Unity  and  Renewal  ensure  that  the 
ecclesiological  insights  of  the  Community  Study,  and  in  particular  the 
formulation  of  these  at  the  Prague  consultation,  interact  with  the  study 
and  further  development  of  the  Chantilly/Stavanger  text  on  “The  Church 
as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”. 

4.  The  Steering  Group  on  Unity  and  Renewal  see  that  the  explora- 
tions of  ecclesiology  listen  to  and  incorporate  the  experience  of  the 
church  where  it  lives  as  a minority  in  the  midst  of  people  of  other 
living  faiths.  This  theme,  out  of  those  proposed  at  Stavanger  for  a 
fourth  consultation,  now  seems  to  us  to  be  the  most  important  (see  the 
report  of  Group  II,  7 at  Stavanger).3  This  should  be  undertaken  in 
collaboration  with  the  WCC  Sub-unit  on  Dialogue  with  People  of 
Other  Living  Faiths. 

5.  The  Faith  and  Order  Standing  Commission  consider  how  to 
develop  work  on  the  Montreal  report  on  “Scripture,  Tradition,  Tradi- 
tions”4 in  such  a way  as  to  contribute  to  a fuller  theological  framework 
for  ecclesiology.  In  particular  these  reflections  should  take  up  for 
exploration  and  evaluation  the  report  of  the  Amsterdam  consultation 
(1980),  entitled  “The  Authority  of  the  Bible  in  the  Light  of  new 
Experiences  of  Women”5,  and  the  approaches  to  the  interpretation  of  the 
Bible  reflected  in  the  biblical  presentations  at  the  Sheffield  and  Prague 
consultations. 
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6.  The  Steering  Group  on  “Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry” 

(a)  take  into  account  the  work  of  the  Community  Study  on  “power”, 
| “authority”,  and  “determining  the  life  of  the  community”  in  any  future 

work  on  common  structures  of  decision-making  and  teaching  authorita- 
tively; 

(b)  undertake  a study  on  the  priesthood  in  relation  to  the  ministry  of  the 
whole  people  of  God,  in  the  light  both  of  the  BEM  convergence  (not 

: consensus)  on  priesthood  and  the  experience  of  women,  and  of  congrega- 
tions, in  those  churches  that  ordain  women  to  a full  ministry  of  word  and 
sacrament; 

(c)  undertake  a study  on  the  eucharist  as  transformation/transfiguration 
in  the  body  of  Christ  and  its  implications  for  renewal  vis-a-vis  the  insights 
of  the  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church  Study. 

7.  The  Faith  and  Order  staff  ensure  that  the  materials  from  the  Prague 
consultation,  and  from  Chantilly/Stavanger,  be  published  soon  as  Faith 
and  Order  papers  (cf.  a suggested  outline  for  the  publications  of  material 
from  the  Prague  consultation). 

8.  The  Faith  and  Order  Standing  Commission  see  that  all  possible  steps 
be  taken  to  facilitate  the  translation  of  The  Community  of  Women  and  Men 
in  the  Church:  the  Sheffield  Report  into  French  and  Spanish,  as  was  stated 
in  the  recommendations  passed  to  the  churches  by  the  Dresden  Central 
Committee.  Fulfillment  of  this  recommendation  will  help  the  Community 
Study  to  be  more  widely  reflected  upon,  and  will  promote  the  necessary 
continuing  study  and  deeper  research  into  women’s  concerns  in  theology. 


NOTES 

1 This  text,  which  is  undergoing  continuing  development,  is  available  from  the  Faith  and 
Order  Commission,  WCC,  Geneva. 

2 See  The  Community  of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church:  the  Sheffied  Report , ed.  Constance 
F.  Parvey,  Geneva,  WCC,  1983. 

3 “Faith  and  Renewal”,  ed.  Thomas  F.  Best,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  131,  Geneva, 
WCC,  1986,  pp. 208-2 14. 

4 “The  Fourth  World  Conference  on  Faith  and  Order:  the  Report  from  Montreal  1963”,  eds 
P.C.  Rodger  and  L.  Vischer,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  42,  London,  SCM  Press,  1964, 
pp.  50-61. 

5 See  “The  Authority  of  Scripture  in  Light  of  New  Experiences  of  Women”,  in  In  God’s 
Image,  eds  Janet  Crawford  and  Michael  Kinnamon,  Geneva,  WCC,  1983,  pp. 79-108. 
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An  Orthodox  Statement 
on  the  Prague  Consultation 

VERY  REV.  DR  G.  DRAGAS,  DR  (MRS)  D.  KOUKOURA 
AND  VERY  REV.  DR  G.  LIMOURIS 


The  inclusion  of  such  a brief  statement  was  requested  by  the  small 
minority  of  the  Eastern  Orthodox  participants  in  the  above  consultation. 
The  final  plenary  approved  the  inclusion  of  such  a statement,  to  be  written 
at  a later  date.  It  represents  some  critical  remarks  about  certain  procedural 
and  methodological  aspects  of  the  consultation. 

On  the  whole  we  felt  that  the  consultation  was  imbalanced  and  one- 
sided. There  was  a predominance  of  women  participants  who  were 
concerned  with  women  as  such,  in  most  cases  from  a feminist  point  of 
view.  This  is  manifested  in  the  choice  of  topics  for  presentation  and 
discussion  and  especially  in  the  daily  lengthy  feminist  reflection  on  the 
Bible  to  which  no  response  was  allowed  in  spite  of  strong  objections  from 
several  participants  especially  the  Orthodox.  In  the  opinion  of  the 
Orthodox  such  a reflection  not  only  did  not  take  seriously  the  traditional 
stance  of  the  churches,  but  was  openly  offensive  inasmuch  as  it  distorted 
the  historical  teaching  of  the  Bible,  explicit  and  implicit,  by  imposing 
value  judgments  of  feminist  ideology  on  the  biblical  data. 

The  strong  commitment  to  feminist  ideology  of  many  of  the  partici- 
pants meant  that  critical  theological  discussion  in  a spirit  of  mutual 
respect  was  often  replaced  by  an  unprecedented  emotionalism  which 
opted  for  particular  contexts,  cases  and  concerns  at  the  expense  of 
common  basic  experience.  Thus  the  women’s  plea  for  inclusiveness  was 
made  in  such  a way  that  it  excluded  the  traditional  Catholic  and  ecumeni- 
cal Orthodox  perspectives.  Women’s  rights  and  concerns  tended  to 
determine  most  of  the  agenda  and  the  discussions  and  thus  the  actual 
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subject  of  communion  of  women  and  men  in  church  and  society  was 
partially  treated.  The  attempt  of  the  Orthodox  participants  to  direct 
attention  to  the  central  theme  of  the  consultation  was  greatly  resisted  and 
unfairly  criticized.  As  a result  of  this  one-sided  feminist  approach,  there 
was  no  discussion  on  such  central  topics  like  family,  divorce,  the 
children,  the  young  people  and  the  elderly.  Such  topics  central  to  the 
theme  of  the  consultation  and  of  central  concern  for  the  churches  today 
were  replaced  by  partial  modem  and  general  ideological  and  sociological 
concerns  including  women’s  rights,  the  ordination  of  women  and  other 
related  subjects.  Though  particular  concerns  and  issues  are  important,  the 
central  concerns  which  bring  out  the  mind  of  the  participating  churches 
should  be  given  priority. 

From  the  methodological  point  of  view  the  consultation  was  yet 
another  example  of  the  trend  that  seems  to  be  dominant  in  several 
contemporary  secular/sociological  and  religious  contents,  which  invol- 
ves the  promotion  of  positivist  tactics,  which  push  for  this  or  that 
particular  case  or  cause.  The  imbalance  which  results  from  such  an 
approach  leads  to  false  pretences  which  neither  enjoy  any  special  value 
nor  carry  any  authority  among  the  Orthodox.  Even  more  seriously 
such  approaches  undermine  the  significance  of  Faith  and  Order  as 
such,  and  transform  it  into  a source  of  independent  challenges  to  the 
member  churches  of  the  WCC  rather  than  proving  it  to  be  an  effective 
instrument  in  promoting  a profounder  and  more  objective  understand- 
ing of  the  common  and  uncommon  stances  of  the  member  churches 
which  might  lead  the  churches  to  appropriate  constructive  ecumenical 
actions. 

The  Orthodox  are  very  firm  on  the  catholic  Christian  perspectives 
(apostolic  and  patristic)  which  constitute  sine-qua-non’s  of  Christian 
integrity.  By  structuring  the  agendas  of  consultations  having  in  mind  the 
concerns  of  all  the  member  churches  we  can  be  more  successful  in 
achieving  the  true  objectives  of  the  Faith  and  Order  movement.  Exposure 
of  difference  is  not  easy  either  to  do  or  accept.  It  is  necessary,  however,  if 
more  positive  and  long-lasting  results  are  to  be  attained  to,  not  only  to 
expose  but  patiently  to  investigate  the  exact  presuppositions  which  lie 
behind  them,  so  that  real  advance  in  mutual  understanding  and  mutual 
undertaking  of  responsible  action  might  be  taken. 

The  Prague  consultation  exhibited  most  of  the  possible  problems  which 
beset  the  modem  approach  to  the  dialogue  — inadequate  or  one-sided  or 
preliminary  treatment  of  the  subjects  in  question  by  emphasizing  specific/ 
limited  cases  and  contexts  and  giving  the  impression  of  deliberately 
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ignoring  the  total  picture  (including  the  historical/traditional  dimension  of 
the  case).  Yet  it  ended  with  a sense  of  optimism.  The  unhappiness, 
frustration,  disappointment  and  tension  which  were  experienced  at  the 
beginning  of  the  consultation,  were  transformed  by  clear  indications  of  a 
willingness  to  understand,  to  appreciate  and  to  integrate  the  particular  and 
general  concerns. 

This  statement  may  still  retain  something  of  the  sharpness  and  tension 
which  emerged  at  Prague,  but  it  can  certainly  conclude  with  a sign  of 
optimism  and  hope.  Whatever  the  inadequacies  of  us  Christians  are,  the 
mystery  of  the  church  is  so  great  and  adequate  that  we  can  be  healed  by  it 
especially  when  we  are  exposed.  Dialogue,  serious  dialogue,  and  faith 
and  commitment  will  indeed  lead  us  to  the  conquest  of  the  truth,  for 
Christian  unity. 
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Overview  of  the 

Unity  and  Renewal  Study  Programme 


The  understanding  of  the  Study  on  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the 
i Renewal  of  Human  Community”  has  been  sharpened  and  deepened  since 
I the  initial  programme  outline  developed  at  the  Faith  and  Order  Standing 
! Commission  meeting  in  Crete  in  1984. 1 The  following  is  adapted  from 
the  programme  overview  as  adopted  by  the  Faith  and  Order  Standing 
Commission  at  its  meeting  in  Madrid,  August  1987. 2 

1.  The  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  has  four  major  components  or 
programme  elements,  as  follows: 

1)  the  text  on  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”; 

2)  study  of  the  theme:  “Unity  and  Renewal  and  the  Community  of 
Women  and  Men  in  the  Church”; 

3)  study  of  the  theme:  “Unity  and  Renewal  and  Issues  of  Justice”; 

4)  local  study  groups  on  issues  of  unity  and  renewal  (social  and 
political  context,  women  and  men,  the  church,  interfaith  context). 

2.  Each  element  will  be  developed  towards  the  next  meeting  of  the 
Faith  and  Order  Plenary  Commission  (1989). 

1)  “The  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”:  consultation,  Chan- 
tilly, 1985.  The  text  will  undergo  continuing  review  by  Standing 
and  Plenary  Commissions,  and  benefit  from  contributions  by  con- 
sultants. 
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2)  Community  of  Women  and  Men:  consultations:  Prague  1985  and 
Africa  1988;  “integration”  of  results,  November  1988. 

3)  Justice:  consultations:  Singapore  1986  and  Brazil  1987;  “initial 
integration”  of  results,  February/March  1988;  consultation  with 
black  churches,  USA,  August  1988;  further  “integration”  of 
results. 

4)  Local  study  groups  using  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Study  Guide : 
1987  onwards;  initial  evaluation  of  reports:  small  consultation, 
December  1988/January  1989.  Continuing  reception  of  reports. 

3.  The  various  programme  elements  will  be  integrated  for  presenta- 
tion to  the  Faith  and  Order  Plenary  Commission  (1989) 

Preparation  of  Report  for  Plenary  commission:  consultation, 
March  1989  (Steering  Group,  Commissioners,  consultants,  consul- 
tation participants,  representatives  of  local  groups) 

4.  The  Faith  and  Order  Plenary  Commission  (August  1989)  will 
review  the  Unity  and  Renewal  Report  and  provide  directions  for  further 
work. 

5.  This  will  focus  on  preparation  of  input  to  the  World  Council  of 
Churches  Assembly  at  Canberra,  Australia  (February  1991).  It  could 
include  the  following  elements: 

1)  further  results  from  the  continuing  study  process  in  local  study 
groups; 

2)  responses  from  churches  to  the  initial  Unity  and  Renewal  report; 

3)  possible  additional  work  in  critical  areas,  in  coordination  with 
other  WCC  and  Faith  and  Order  programmes: 

a)  Unity  and  Renewal  and  the  Brokenness  of  Creation 

b)  Unity  and  Renewal  in  an  Interfaith  Context 

4)  final  revision  of  the  Unity  and  Renewal  report  for  input  to  WCC 
Assembly. 

6.  The  Unity  and  Renewal  report  will  provide  major  input  for  the 
WCC  Assembly  (1991),  which  will  give  direction  for  future  work  in  this 
area. 
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NOTES 

•“Minutes  of  the  Meeting  of  the  Standing  Commission  1984,  Crete”,  Faith  and  Order 
Paper  No.  121,  Geneva,  WCC,  1984,  pp. 33-52.  Reprinted  in  “Church,  Kingdom,  World: 
the  Church  as  Mystery  and  Prophetic  Sign”,  ed.  Gennadios  Limouris,  Faith  and  Order 
Paper  No.  130,  Geneva,  WCC,  1986,  pp.  186-203. 

2 “Minutes  of  the  Meeting  of  the  Standing  Commission  (Majadahonda,  Madrid,  Spain, 
1987)”,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  141 , Geneva,  Commission  on  Faith  and  Order,  1987, 
pp. 83-89. 


This  book  explores  the  relationship  of  women  and  men  in  the  church 
today,  and  how  this  affects  the  search  for  church  unity  and  for 
renewal.  It  includes  expert  assessments  of  the  WCCs  ‘“Community 
of  Women  and  Men  in  the  Church'1  Study,  feminist  perspectives  on 
biblical  texts  of  liberation,  vivid  reports  from  Christian  communities 
in  contexts  as  diverse  as  India  and  Berkeley  , California,  and  incisive 
accounts  of  the  Orthodox  perspective  on  issues  of  women  and  men. 

Issues  of  the  community  of  women  and  men  are  one  focus  of  Faith 
and  Order's  study  programme  on  “The  Unity  of  the  Church  and  the 
Renewal  of  Human  Community11.  This  book  gathers  the  papers  and 
report  from  its  second  (Prague)  consultation,  with  theological 
reflections  on  the  issues  and  process  of  the  meeting  and  an  introduc- 
tory essay  placing  the  meeting  in  ecumenical  perspective. 

Contributors  include  Constance  Parvey,  Janet  Crawford, 
Elisabeth  Schiissler  Fiorenza,  Padma  Gallup,  Sandra  Park, 
Gennadios  Limouris,  George  Dragas,  Martin  Cressey  and  Thomas 
Best. 

The  Rev.  Dr  Thomas  F.  Rest  is  on  the  staff  of  the  Commission  on 
Faith  and  Order,  World  Council  of  Churches. 


